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Youth and Early Efforts 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Childhood Tragedy 


A MAN of Balzac^ genius, endowed with an exuberance of 
imagination which puts it in his power to establish and 
populate a universe of his own creation, is hardly likely 
» to be a stickler for the sober truth in unimportant matters 
relating to his private life. He will subordinate everything to the 
despotic sovereignty of his creative will. And, characteristically 
enough, this autocratic metamorphosis of various episodes in his 
earthly existence began in the case of Balzac with the normally im- 
mutable basic fact of a man's civic career — that is to say, his name. 
"One day, when he was about thirty, he announced to the world that 
his name was not Honore Balzac, but Honore de Balzac. Further- 
more, he declared that he had always possessed the full right and 
entitlement to this predicate of nobility. Whereas his father had only 
boasted in jest, and within his most intimate domestic circle, of the 
possibility that he might be distantly related to the ancient knightly 
family of Balzac d’Entragues, the powerful imagination of the son 
diallengingly exalted what had been but an airy conjecture to the 
status of an incontrovertible fact) He signed his letters and books in 
the name of "de Balzac," and had the arms of the D’ Entragues family 
painted on the carriage in which he once traveled to Vienna. When 
unkind colleagues jeered at the conceit of this self-ennoblement, he 
replied with a shameless air of candor that his father had established 
his aristocratic descent in official documents long before he, Honore, 
was born. The predicate of nobility to be found in his birth certificate 
was therefore no less valid than that of Montaigne or Montesquieu, 
v In this ungracious world of ours, unfortunately, matter-of-fact 
documents have an odious habit of displaying inquisitive hostility 



to the most flourishing of legends invented by poets; and it is an 
embarrassment to Balzac’s reputation as a lover of the truth that 
the birth certificate so triumphantly quoted by him happens still to be 
extant in the archives of the city of Tours. No trace of the aristocratic 
"de” is visible therein. Under the date ”21 May 1799,” the parish 
clerk of Tours recorded with chilling clarity: 

Today, the second of Prairial in the seventh year of the French Re- 
public, there appeared before me, Pierre- Jacques Duvivier, the under- 
signed Registrar of Births, Marriages, and Deaths, the citizen Bernard- 
Frangois Balzac, proprietor, resident of this town, rue de PArmee d* Italic, 
Section du Chardonnet No 25, to notify the birth of a son. The said 
Balzac declared that the child is to receive the name of Honore Balzac, 
and that it was born this morning at eleven o'clock in his house. 

Nor do the other relevant documents, such as those relating to his 
father’s death or his elder sister’s marriage, provide any proof of 
noble descent, which must therefore be regarded, together with all 
the genealogical digressions m which Balzac indulged, as a mere 
product of wishful thinking on the part of the great spinner of 
romances. 

Although, in the strict letter of the law, the various documentary 
attestations may have won their case against Balzac, his own sovereign 
will — his burning, creative wil l — has carried its point to glorious 
victory over the frigid veracity of the parchments. Whatever subse- 
quent adjustments may be made in the cause of cold truth, poetry 
always triumphs over history. Though no French king ever bestowed 
a patent of nobility on him or any of his ancestors, when posterity is 
asked the name of the greatest French novelist it obeys his bidding 
and replies "Honore de Balzac,” not "Honore Balzac,” to say nothing 
of Honore Balssa. 

★ ★ * 

For Balssa, not Balzac, and certainly not de Balzac, was the correct 
surname of his ancestors.^They possessed neither castles nor armorial 
bearings for their gifted descendant to paint upon his carriage doors. 
They did not ride forth in shining armor or take part in romantic 
tourneys, but drove their cattle out to the pasturage and tilled the 
soil of Languedoc in the sweat of their browsZ Balzac’s father, 
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Bernard-Frangois, was born on the 22nd of June, 1746, in a wretched 
stone cottage in the hamlet of La Nougayrie near Canezac, where 
numerous Balssas were living at that time. (The only claim to fame 
ever acquired by any of these Balssas was of an extremely dubious 
nature. In 1819, the year in which Honor e left the University, his 
^fat her's fifty-year-old broth er w as arrested on suspicion of having 
murdered a pregnant village girl, and after a sensational trial he was 
guillotined the following year. It may perhaps have been the desire 
to place as great a distance as possible between himself and the mem- 
ory of his notorious uncle that implanted in Balzac the first impulse 
to append the prefix of nobility to his name and invent for himself 
a different origin.) 

B ernard-Francois , the eldest of eleven children,. had been destined 
by his father, an ordinary agricultural laborer, /for the priesthood . 
The parish priest taught him to read and write, and a certain amount 
of Latin, but the vigorous, energetic, ambitious youth showed little 
inclination for the tonsure and the vow of chastity. For a time he let 
himself drift in his native hamlet, helping the local notary as a clerk 
or taking a hand in the work of the vineyards and behind the plow, 
but at the age of twenty he broke away. With the unyielding tenacity 
and driving force of the provincial, which were later to be depicted 
so powerfully and in such varying forms in the novels of his son, he 
burrowed his way into the life of the capital, inconspicuously at first 
and lost among the innumerable young people who had come to 
Pans to make their fortunes without having any clear idea as to the 
way they would set about it and with no definite profession in view, 
(in after years, when he had risen to be a notable in the province 
where he had settled, he asserted that he had been a secretary in the 
conseil du rot, and even avocat du rot, under Louis XVI, but this 
has long been unmasked as cheerful bombast on the part of the 
mendacious old storyteller, for none of the almanacks du rot re- 
cords either a Balzac or a Balssa as having held such an officeylt 
was the Revolution which carried this provincial, like so many others 
of his kind, on the crest of its wave, and he occupied some official 
position on the revolutionary municipal council of Paris, though he 
was wont to' maintain a discreet silence about this particular stage of 
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his career. It apparently enabled him to procure useful connections, 
however, and with the deep-rooted instinct for where money was 
to be made he found his way into that branch of the army where 
profits and perquisites would be likely to flow most abundantly, namely 
the department of war supplies and commissariat. From the com- 
missariat golden threads stretched inevitably to the counting-houses 
of moneylenders and bankers. ^One day, after thirty years spent in 
obscure ways of making a living, Bernard-Frangois again changed 
horses and launched himself on a new career as first secretary in the 
banking firm of Daniel Doumerc in Paris]) 

At the age of fifty, Father Balzac at last accomplished the great 
metamorphosis — so frequently depicted by his son — that finally trans- 
formed a penniless but restless and ambitious youth into a highly 
respected citizen, an upright member of 'good society.’ * Only now, 
with a modicum of capital and a secured position, did he reach the 
stage where he could take the next essential step which would turn 
the petit bourgeois into a bourgeois of the higher class before achiev- 
ing the eventual longed-for consummation — a gentleman of private 
means. He would find himself a wife, a wife with a tidy dowry and of 
good bourgeois parentage./At the age of fifty-one, sound in wind and 
limb, of impressive appearance, skilled in drawing the long bow and 
a practiced lady-killer, he cast his eyes upon the daughter of one of 
his chiefs at the bank. Anne Charlotte Laure Sallambier was thirty - 
two years younger than her wooer a nd possessed of somewhat romantic 
'susceptibilities, but as a well brought up and dutiful daughter she 
obediently submitted to the advice of her parents, who proclaimed 
him to be a good catch. Though he was considerably her senior in 
years, his financial instinct was sound, and this was in their view the 
decisive factor. 

Having entered upon the married state, Father Balzac regarded it 
as beneath his dignity, to say nothing of not being sufficiently profita- 
ble, to continue to work for others. With a Napoleon in charge of 
the nation’s fortunes, the business of war was likely to provide a 
speedier and more copious increase of revenue, so he made use of his 
old connections and, with the comfortable assurance of his wife’s 
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dowry to fall back upon in case of need, ^migrat ed to Tours as director 
of commissariat to the 22nd Division . 

At this period, when their first son, Honore, was born, the Balzacs 
were already prosperous and had been accepted as respected equals by 
the haute bourgeoisie of Tours. His commissariat duties appear to 
have provided Bernard-Frangois with a good income, for the family, 
economizing and speculating at the same time, now began to make 
something of a show. Very soon after the birth of Honore they 
moved out of the narrow rue de 1 ’Armee d’ltalie into a house of their 
own. Until 1814, while the golden age of the Napoleonic campaigns 
lasted, th ey allow e d themsel ves the provi ncial luxury of a private 
carriage an d an am ple staff o f servants. The best society, even the 
aristocracy, frequented the house of the cottager’s son who had once 
been a member of the red municipal council of Paris — among them 
Senator Clement de Ris, whose mysterious kidnaping was later to be 
described m detail in Une tenehreuse affaire , the Baron de Pommereul, 
and Monsieur de Margonne, who in after years helped the struggling 
author in his most urgent need. Father Balzac was also called upon to 
take part in municipal activities, and his opinion was asked when 
important decisions were to be made. (In spite of his humble origin 
and obscure antecedents he rose in this age of rapid careers and total 
upheaval to a position beyond reproach among the notables of the 

c ¥) 

' ( Father Balzac’s popularity is in every way comprehensible. He was 
a jovial man, of massive build, pleased with himself, with his success, 
and with the world in general) Though his speech was not distin- 
guished by an aristocratic accent, and though he cursed as lustily as 
any trooper and was not sparing of spicy anecdotes — some of his son’s 
Contes drolatiques may perhaps be traced to this source — he was a 
magnificent spinner of yarns in which truth was frequently mingled 
with rhodomontade, constantly in good humor, and too shrewd in 
such changing times to burn his boats by irrevocably supporting either 
King, Emperor, or Republic. Without having enjoyed the benefits of 
a sound schooling, he displayed a catholic interest and managed with 
the help of a varied taste in reading to accumulate an abundant stock 
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of all-round knowledge. He even wrote a brochure or two, under such 
titles as Memoire sur le moyen de prevemr les vols et les assassmats 
and Memoir e sur le scandaleux desordre cause par les piles Uompees 
et abandonnees, though these works cannot, of course, be compared 
with those of his great son anymore than Father Goethe's Italian diary 
can be compared with Johann Wolfgang’s Italian Journey . 

/Bursting with health, and filled with an undiluted joy in living, he 
was firmly determined to become a centenarian. After he reached the 
age of sixty, he added a few illegitimate children to the four that had 
been born to him in wedlock; and in his eighties he was accused of 
being responsible for the pregnancy of a girl of loose reputation) No 
physician ever crossed his threshold in a professional capacity, and 
his determination to survive all his contemporaries was fortified by the 
fact that he was the recipient of an annuity from the so-called Tontine 
Lafarge which was increased proportionally whenever one of the 
other annuitants died. (The same demonic force which in the son 
went to the myriad fashionings of life in a world of his own creation 
was concentrated by the father on his own physical survival. He had 
already outstripped all the other annuitants of the Tontine Lafarge 
and was drawing eight thousand francs a year when, at the age of 
eighty-three, he succumbed to a stupid accident. Otherwise, like his 
son, he might have achieved the impossible through sheer concen- 
tration of will?! 


J 


If Honore inherited his father’s vitality and joy in telling stories, 
it was from his mother that he inherited his sensitiveness of feeling. 

(Young as she was, and though by no means unhappily married, she 
possessed the unfortunate quality of always feeling unhappy. Whereas 
her husband went through life cheerful and unharassed, refusing to 
allow his wife's bickering and imaginary illnesses to disturb his 
imperturbable good humor, Anne Charlotte Laure Balzac was of the 
disagreeable type that displays its constant sense of injury in all the 
varied and scintillating hues of hysteriaMShe felt that she was not 
sufficiently loved, sufficiently respected, or sufficiently honored by any 
of the members of her family. She complained incessantly that her 
children were not sufficiently grateful to her for her noble self- 
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sacrifice. Until the end of her life she never ceased to torment her 
already world-famous son with her " t well-meant ,, advice and lachry- 
mose fault-finding. Yet she was by no means lacking in either 
intelligence or education?) As a young girl she had been chosen to act 
as companion to the daughter of M. Doumerc, the banker, and this 
experience had endowed her with certain romantic inclinations. Dur- 
ing those yfcars she had imbibed a gushing enthusiasm for belles- 
lettres, and in later life she showed a predilection for the mystic 
writings of Swedenborg and others. 

Her slight tinge of idealism was soon overshadowed, however, by 
an inborn apprehension with regard to money matters. Of a typical 
Parisian petit bourgeois family,^ which filled its stocking sou by sou 
from a small hardware business, she b rough t to her marriag e all the 
Jfusty, narrow insti ncts of her dass^ in particul ar a peda ntic avarice 
which was not incompatible with a greedy hankering for good invest- 
ments and lucrative speculations/Bringing up children meant, so far 
as she was concerned, teaching them that spending money was a crime 
while the earning of money was the most admirable of all virtues; 
urging them from the start to create for fhemselves a solid "position” 
in life or, if they were girls, to make a good marriage, giving them 
no personal freedom and keeping a strict eye on them all the time?) 
With her importunate and watchful solicitude, with her peevish zeal 
for their alleged future welfare, she succeeded only in having a numb- 
ing effect on the whole family, in spite of her so-called good intern 
tions^Years later, when he had long since grown to manhood, Balzac 
recalled how as a child he had always given a frightened start as soon 
as he heard her voice.) 

The measure of suffering inflicted on Balzac by this ill-humored and 
inhibited mother of his, who coldly rejected any display of affection 
from her children, can be inferred from the bitter cry in one of his 
letters: " I have never had a mother .’^) After this long passage of time 
it is hardly practicable to seek the hidden causes which induced Anne 
Charlotte Laure Balzac to hold instinctively aloof from her first-born 
children, Honore and Laure, though she spoiled the two younger 
ones, Laurence and Henri. Perhaps there was a transferred defensive 
reaction against her husband. It is at any rate certain that scarcely any 
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mother can ever have shown such indifference and lack of affection 
toward her child. Hardly was her eldest son bom before she had him 
removed from the house as if he were a leper. She was still in child- 
bed at the time. The infant wa s han ded over tothe care of a nurse, the 
wife of a gendarme, with whom he remained until he was four years 
old/ Even then, however, he was not permitted to return to his 
parents' house, spacious as it was, but was jsentj^ 
a family of stranger s.: Only once a week, on Sundays, was he allowed 
to visit his own family, as if they were distant relatives. They did not 
let him play with the younger children, he had no toys and received 
no presents. There was no mother to watch at his bedside when he was 
sick, and he never heard a tender word from her lips. When he 
nestled affectionately against her knee and wanted to embrace her, a 
stem rebuke checked any such attempt at intimacy as unseemly. At 
the age of seven the unwanted child was packed off to a boarding- 
school in Vendom e. Her sole desire was that he should be far away 
somewhere, far away in another town. When another seven years of 
almost unbearable discipline for the boy had come to an end with his 
return to his parents' house, she made life so painful for him ("la 
vie si dure ” to use his own words) that when he reached the age of 
eighteen he turned his back of his own accord on an environment 
which had become intolerable. 

Despite the good nature which was such an integral part of 
him, he could never in his adult years forget the neglect he had 
experienced. Long afterward, even after he had taken the tormentor 
of his childhood to live with him in his own house and his hair was 
already streaked with gray, he could not banish from his mind the 
memory of what she had done to him in those far-off years by the 
denial of her affection, and he poured out his h eart to M adame de 
Hanska i n a terrible c ry of im potent revolt: 

|flf you only knew what kind of a woman my mother is ! She is a monster 
and a monstrous oddity at the same time^At the present moment she is 
engaged in driving my sister into the grave, after having been the ruin 
of my poor ^Laurence and my grandmother. She hates me for a number 
of reasons,(She hated me even before I was bom. I was on the verge of 
breaking with hermit had become almost a necessity. But I prefer to 
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continue to suffer. $t is a wound that admits of no healing.) We believed 
she was mad and consulted a physician who has been on friendly terms 
with her for thirty-three years But he said, 'No! She is not mad. 
She is merely malicious * . . .(My mother is the cause of jiil J&e ill 
that has befallen me in my life/'/ 

These words, bursting forth from him after many years, were his 
answer to the thousand secret tortures which had been inflicted on him 
at the most sensitive stage of his development by the very being who, 
by the laws of Nature, should have been nearest to him and have 
shown him the tenderest devotion, yet who alone was to blame for 
his having suffered, as he himse lf phr as ed i t, "the most d readful 
childhood th at has ever fallen to the lot of any man / 8 

* * * 

The six years which Balzac spent in the spiritual prison-house at 
Vendome, the school of the Oratorian Brothers, are recorded in two 
very different documents — the sober, official pages of the school 
register and the magnificent piece of literature entitled Louis Lambert. 
The school authorities merely made the prosaic entry: 

No. 460, Honore Balzac, aged eight years and one month. Has had small- 
pox, with no injurious aftereffects. Constitution full-blooded, inclined 
to get overheated, and subject to occasional rises in temperature. Entered 
the school on 20 June 1807, left on 22. August 1813. Letters to be for- 
warded to Monsieur Balzac, his father, at Tours. 

His schoolmates remembered him only as " un gros enfant joufflu 
et rouge de visage." All they could contribute to our knowledge of 
him at this time was some reference to his outward appearance or a 
few anecdotes of dubious authenticity. All the more moving there- 
fore are the autobiographical pages of Lorn Lambert, in which there 
is revealed to us the tragic inner life of a boy of genius whose torment 
was rendered doubly agonizing by the very fact of his genius. 

For this depiction of his own years of growth Balzac chose the 
device of the dual portrait. He is himself both Louis Lambert, the 
poet, and "Pythagore,” the philosopher. Like the young Goethe in the 
figures of Faust and Mephistopheles, he split up his own personality. 
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incorporating in two different characters the twin fundamental aspects 
of his genius — the creative element which formed living beings after 
the model of their prototypes, and the regulating element which 
wanted to show the hidden laws working themselves out in the great 
theater of everyday life. In reality Louis Lambert was a far truer pic- 
ture of Balzac than was Pythagore, and the outward experiences at 
least of this seemingly fictitious figure had been his own. Of the 
numerous reflections of himself — Rafael in La peau de chagrin, 
D’Arthez in the Illusions perdues. General Montereau in Uhistoire des 
treize — none is so complete and so palpably filled with personal 
experience as this story of a child whose fate it was to be abandoned 
to the Spartan discipline of an ecclesiastical boarding-school, 
j ' (T his institu tion, with its gloomy towers and massive walls, stand- 
ing in the heart of the city of Vendome on the little River Loir, 
presents even outwardly the a ppeara nce of a p rison rather t han that 
of an educational establishment. From the day of entry the two to 
three hundred pupils were subjected to ^strict monastic disc i pline . 
There were no holidays, and parents were allowed to visit their 
children only in exceptional circumstances. During all those years 
Balzac hardly ever went home, and in order to accentuate the simi- 
larity to his own childhood experience he depicted Louis Lambert as 
having neither father nor mother. The school fees, which included not 
only tuition but also the cost of food and clothing, were compara- 
tively trifling, and the chil dren we rejcgpt unduly sh ort of the Rarest 
^necessities. (Those who were not sent gloves and warm underclothing 
by their parents — and thanks to his mother’s unconcern Balzac was 
among those who had to do without these comforts — crep t about in 
winter with frozen fi ngers and chil blains on their feet. Particularly 
sensitive as he was both physically and spiritually, Balzac-Lambert 
suffered more deeply from the very outset than did his peasant school- 
mates; 

Accustomed to country air, to the freedom of an education that had 
been left to chance, to the tender care of an old man who had loved him 
dearly, to he thinking in the sunshine, he found it exceedingly difficult 
to submit to the school regulations, to walk in file with other boys, to live 
within the four walls of a room where eighty young persons sat silently 
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on wooden benches, each with a desk in front of him. His physical senses 
possessed a degree of acuteness which rendered them very delicate, and 
every fiber of his being suffered under the constraint of this communal 
existence. The exhalations which poisoned the air, mingled with the 
odor of a classroom that was always filthy and in which the remains 
of the boys’ meals were lying about, jarred on his sense of smell — the 
sense which more than all the others is closely linked with the cerebral 
system so that any injury inflicted on it is bound to affect imperceptibly 
the mechanism of thought Apart from these various contributions to the 
foulness of the air, there were lockers where each of us could keep his 
little treasures, such as the pigeons killed for feast days or victuals that 
had been purloined surreptitiously from the refectory. There was also 
an enormous stone on which two buckets full of water were always 
standing, as a kind of trough at which we had to wash our hands and 
faces every morning, one after the other, in the presence of the teacher. 
From there we proceeded to a table where women combed our hair and 
powdered us Our dormitory, which was only cleaned once a day, before 
we got up, was always dirty, and notwithstanding the numerous windows 
and high doorway the air was always thick with the exhalations from the 
washplace, the corner where our hair was dressed, the lockers, the thou- 
sand occupations of each of the boys, and last but not least from our 
eighty bodies herded together. . . .(The lack of the pure, fragrant air 
of the countryside in which he had lived hitherto, the change m his 
habits, the strict discipline — ail this filled Lambert with sadnes^ With 
his chin propped on his left hand, and his elbow resting on his desk, 
he whiled away the hours in his classroom with watching the green trees 
in the courtyard and the clouds in the sky. He appeared to be studying 
his lessons, but when the teacher noticed that his pen was not moving 
and t|ie sheet of paper in front of him was still white, he would call 
out, "Lambert! You are idling!” 

(The masters felt unconsciously that there was some force within 
this boy that resisted their influence. They did not perceive that there 
was some process of an exceptional kind going on inside him, and 
knew only that he was not reading and learning in the proper, normal 
wayy They thought he was dull-witted or lazy, obstinate or dreamy, 
because he did not keep to the same jog-trot as the others, sometimes 
lagging behind and at others outstripping them with a single bound. 
In any case none of the boys wa s w hip ped h arder than he. H e was con- 
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stmtly being punished. For him there were no hours of play or 
leisure. Imposition followed imposition and he was kept m detention 
so frequently that during one period of two years he did not have 
more than six free days. /More frequent and more cruel was the 
physical chastisement, that ultima ratio of his stern preceptors, to 
which the greatest genius of his time was subjected:; 

This boy, so weak and yet so strong . . . drained the cup of both 
physical and spiritual suffering to the dregs. Chained to his desk like 
a galley-slave to his bench, beaten with rods and afflicted by illness, 
with every sense outraged, gripped as in a vise by an environment that 
was wholly repugnant to him, he was forced to yield his body that was 
merely his outward husk to the thousand tyrannies of the institution. . » . 
Of all our physical sufferings the most acute was undoubtedly that 
inflicted by a leather strap, about two fingers thick, which swished down 
upon our outstretched hands with all the strength and all the wrath 
that the teacher could bring to bear.) In order to receive this punishment 
the culprit had to kneel down in the middle of the classroom, after hav- 
ing got up from his bench and walked to the teacher s desk under the 
curious and often mocking gaze of his schoolmate^These preliminaries 
heightened the torment for the more sensitive spirits, just as in olden 
days the procession from the jail to the scaffold increased the ordeal 
of the condemned man. Some shrieked and wept hot tears both before 
and after the whipping, others endured the pain with a stoical expres- 
sion, according to the character of each individual, but even the strong- 
est-minded could scarcely suppress a convulsive twitching of his features 
as he waited for the first cut of the lash?f 

Louis Lambert was singled out for innumerable thrashings, which he 
owed to a quality of his nature of which he was for long unaware. When 
he was suddenly jerked from his daydreaming by the master's "Lambert! 
You are idling!" it often happened that he would flash at his interrupter 
a look of savage contempt that was charged with secret thoughts as a 
Leyden jar is charged with electricity. This exchange of looks must have 
given the master an uneasy £eeling, and his resentment at the silent 
scorn in his pupil's eyes made him want to disabuse him of the habit 
When the priest first became conscious of the contemptuous gleam that 
was like a lightning flash aimed in his direction, he uttered the fol- 
lowing comment which I have never forgotten — "If you don't; stop 
looking at me like that, Lambert, you will get a thrashing!" 
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JNot a single one of these harsh priests succeeded during all these 
years in discovering Balzac’s secret. They saw in him only a pupil 
who lagged behind the others in Latin or in knowledge of vocabulary, 
and had no inkling of lujmncanny^cagacity to gra sp thin gs before they 
were fully e xpla ined. They thought he was inattentive and uninter- 
ested, whereas they failed to realize that he was bored and fatigued 
by the lessons because they were too easy and that his apparent 
indolence was only exhaustion brought on by a congestion d’idees. 
It occurred to none of his teachers that this chubby-faced boy, this 
"enfant gros et joufjlu,’’ had long since been carried away by his 
power of intellectual flight into realms other than the stuffy classroom, 
that he was the only one among all those young scholars who was i n 
secret leading a d ual existence . 

This other world in which at the age of twelve and thirteen he 
made his real home was t he world of book s. The librarian of the 
polytechnic academy, who was giving him private lessons in mathe- 
matics — which is the reason that Balzac all his life possessed the 
worst head for figures to be found anywhere in the whole domain of 
literature — allowed the boy to take away any books he liked to read 
at his leisure, though he could have had no idea of the immoderate 
extent to which the voracious young reader was taking advantage 
of the concession.(These books were Balzac’s salvation. They assuaged 
all the tortures and humiliations with which his years at school were 
oppressed. "If we had not been able to read the books from the 
library, which kept our. minds alive, this system would have com- 
pletely brutalized our lives.” His actual life in school and play- 
ground faded into a twilight gloom, while his books gave him entry 
to a world that was for him the only real one."} 

^"From this moment,” he says of Louis Lambert, his reflected 
image, (''he developed a kind of ravenous hunger that he was unable 
to quench. He devoured books of every kind, he fed on works of 
theology, history, philosophy, and sdence.”(ln these secret hours of 
reading during his schooldays were laid the massive foundations of 
Balzac’s later omniscience. Myriad facts and details were cemented 
together in his mind by a demonically alert and prompt memory.) 
Nothing perhaps illuminates the unique miracle of Balzac’s perceptive 
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faculty more clearly than his description of Louis Lambert’s secret 

orgies of reading; 

The assimilation of ideas through reading had In his case assumed 
phenomenal proportions His eye took in seven or eight lines at a time, 
and their meaning was grasped by his mind with a rapidity that matched 
the swiftness of his eye. Frequently a single word sufficed to give him the 
sense of a whole sentence His memory was marvelous. He could 
remember ideas acquired through reading no less accurately than those 
he had thought out for himself or heard in conversation. In short, his 
memory was not only of one type but of all types — memory for places, 
names, words, things, and faces. Not only could he remember any- 
thing he wanted to remember, but with his inward eye he saw them in 
the situation, the lighting, the color m which they had once appeared 
to him in reality. He was gifted with this same faculty so far as the 
incomprehensible processes of reasoning were concerned. He remem- 
bered, to use his own expression, not only the way in which ideas were 
arranged in the book where he had first come across them, but also the 
states of his own soul at various periods far back in time His memory, 
that is to say, possessed the incredible power of recalling the different 
stages through which his mind had passed and the whole activity which 
had contributed to its make-up — from the first thoughts which had 
entered it to the most recent idea that it had grasped, the most involved 
as well as the most simple. His brain, accustomed from an early age to 
the intricate mechanism which renders possible the concentration of 
human forces, absorbed from this rich storehouse an abundance of 
images which, in their remarkable clarity and freshness, constituted the 
nourishment of his mind during his hours of vivid contemplation. At the 
age of twelve his imagination, stimulated by continual practice, had 
developed to a pitch which enabled him to form such accurate con- 
ceptions of things he only knew about from books, that their image could 
not have been more clearly present to his mind if he had, in fact, actually 
seen them He either reasoned from analogies or else was endowed 
with a kind of second sight which enabled him to comprehend the whole 
orbit of Nature. 

U'When I read a description of the Battle of Austerlitz,” he said io me 
one day, "I saw everything that was happening. The salvoes of the 
guns and the shouting of the soldiers rang in my ears and stirred me to 
the depths, I could smell the powder and hear the trotting of the horses 



CHILDHOOD TRAGEDY 17 

as well as the voices of the men, I gazed down on the plain where 
armed nations were locked in battle, just as if I were standing on the 
hill of Santon, and the spectacle appeared to me terrible as a passage out 
of the apocalypse ” ' 

When every fiber of his being was concentrated in this way on what 
he was reading, he seemed to lose consciousness of his physical existence 
and functioned only by means of his inner faculties, whose scope be- 
came abnormally extended. To use his own expression, he “left space 
behind him ” 

Yet after such ecstatic flights into the Infinite, with their rapturous 
exhaustion of his spirit, the weary boy had to sit in his hated monastic 
garb with peasant lads whose dull brains plodded on laboriously in 
the wake of the teacher’s discourse as if they were following the plow. 
With his mind still excited by the most esoteric problems, he was 
expected to keep his attention fixed on mens a, mens dm, mensae and 
the rules of Latin grammar. Relying upon his superior intellectual 
capacity, which enabled him to learn a page by heart merely by 
scanning it once, he did not bother to listen to what the master was 
saying but continued to reflect on the ideas that he had discovered in 
his books. This contem pt fo r th e actual phy s ical w orld mjwhich^he 
lived g ene rally c ost him dear . 

Our memory was so good that we never took the trouble to prepare-our 
tasks. We only had to listen to our schoolmates reciting the French or 
Latin passages, ot repeating the grammatical rules, in order to be able 
to do the same Unfortunately, however, it sometimes occurred to the 
master to change the sequence in which he usually called upon the boys 
and to call upon us first, and in that case we frequently did not even 
know what the task was The most ingenious excuses did not avail to 
ward off the inevitable imposition, which was in turn neglected until 
the last possible moment If there was a book that we wanted to finish 
reading, or if we had lost ourselves in daydreams, the imposition was 
forgotten and this led to the infliction of further punishment tasks. 

(The precocious boy was subjected to increasingly severe chastise- 
ment, until at last he was not spared even the culoite de bois , the 
medieval stocks to which King Lear condemned honest Kent x Only 
when he experienced a nervous breakdown — the nature of the ailment 
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which secured his release from the monastery school has never been 
discovered — was he able to leave this prison-house of his childhood 
where he suffered "par tons les points ou la douleur a prise sur Fame 
et sur la chair ” 

* * * 

This eventual redemption from mental serfdom is preceded in the 
histoire intellectuelle of Louis Lambert by an episode which is in 
ail probability not wholly fictitious. Balzac describes how his alter ego , 
the imaginary Louis Lambert, at the age of twelve wrote a Trait e de 
la volonte , a philosophical treatise on psychophysical associations, 
which was snatched away from him by malicious schoolmates who 
resented his "muette anstocratie” The most feared martinet among 
the teachers, the "terrible pere Haugoult 3 3 who was the scourge of his 
boyhood, heard the tumult, took possession of the manuscript, and 
disposed of it to a wastepaper dealer "sans connaitre l’ importance des 
tresors saentipques dont les germes avortes se dissiperent en d’igno - 
rantes mains ” The scene is described with a moving faithfulness of 
detail, including the impotent fury of the outraged boy, which makes 
it unlikely that it could have been wholly invented. Did Balzac, how- 
ever, undergo an experience of this kind with some youthful literary 
effort, or did he really compose at this early age the Trait e de la 
volonte whose ideas and principles he sets forth in such detail? Was he 
already so precociously productive that he could venture to set his 
hand to a work of this sort? Was it Balzac, the real boy Balzac, who 
composed this treatise, or was it only the fictitious Louis Lambert, 
the spiritual brother of his imagination? 

These are questions that can never be satisfactorily answered. It is 
certain, however, that in his youth — for the focus of a thinker’s basic 
ideas is always to be found in his years of growth — Balzac did think 
of writing such a treatise before he gave concrete form to the innu- 
merable aspects of the driving power and constitution of the human 
will in the characters of his Comedie humaine. It would otherwise be 
too much of a coincidence that in his first novel, La peau de chagrin , 
the hero also works at a Trait e de la volonte . The plan to discover 
the "lois generales dont la for mule sera peut-etre ma gloire” must 
have been the central idea, the "idee mere ” which dominated Balzac’s 
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youth, and we have more solid ground than mere speculation for 
assuming that the first incentive to study the psychophysical relations 
between mind and body came to him during his schooldays. 

One of his masters, Dessaignes, who like so many of his con- 
temporaries had succumbed to the spell of the misunderstood theories 
of Mesmer and Gall, was the author of a work entitled Etudes de 
Vhomme moral fondees sur les rapports de ses facultes avec son 
organisme . There can be no doubt that he communicated his ideas on 
this subject to his pupils and awakened in the only boy of genius that 
his class contained the ambition to become a "chtmtste de la volonte.” 
The popular conception at that time of a kinetic sovereign substance 
satisfied his unconscious urge to discover the method which lay 
behind the seeming disorder of the universe. Obsessed all his life 
by the overwhelming abundance of psychical phenomena, Balzac 
attempted long before the Comedie humatne to transform this gran- 
diose chaos into an outwardly ordered system and to schedule its laws 
or components with a view to establishing the conditions underlying 
the activity of the spirit, just as Cuvier had done with regard to the 
animal kingdom. Whether he set down his views in writing at such 
an improbably early age is hardly likely to be ascertained. That the 
rather confused axioms propounded in Louis Lambert’s Trade de la 
volonte were not those of the twelve-year-old Balzac is proved by the 
fact that they were lacking in the first version of the novel (1832) 
and were only inserted m the later editions in a somewhat improvised 
manner. 

★ * •& 

When h e left school sojuddenly at t he a ge of^fourteen, he saw his 
parents' house practically for the first time since he was born. His 
father and mother, who in the meantime had received him only on 
occasional visits, found him completely changed both outwardly and 
inwardly. In place of the chubby, robust, good-humored "enfant gros 
et joufflu ” there returned after more than six years of monastic dis- 
cipline a haggard, hig hly strun g lad with large, scared eyes. He 
returned like someone who had passed through a dreadful and 
unspeakable experience. His sister later described his bearing as that 
of a sleepwalker groping his way along with vacant gaze. He hardly 
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heard when anybody asked him a question, but sat about in a dreamy 
state and annoyed his mother by the reserve with which he concealed 
his secret feeling of superiority. Eventually — as in all the crises of his 
life — his inherited vitality gained the upper hand. He again grew 
cheerful and talkative, too much so in fact for his mother’s liking. 

To supplement the education he had already acquired, he was sent 
to the grammar school at Tours, and when the family moved from 
Tours to Pans at the end of 1814, he entered the boarding-school 
of Monsieur Lepitre This Monsieur Lepitre, Gtoyen Lepitre m the 
days of the Revolution, had been a friend of Balzac’s father when 
the latter was a member of the radical municipal council of Paris, and 
he had earned a tiny niche in history as one of the leaders who took 
part in the attempt to rescue Mane Antoinette from the Con- 
ciergerie. Now he was merely the worthy head of an institution 
dedicated to the task of assisting young gentlemen to get through their 
examinations (in this boarding-school, too, with nobody to lavish on 
him the affection he needed, the boy was pursued by the oppressive 
feeling of having been cast out and abandoned} And so he put the fol- 
lowing words into the mouth of Rafael, the other reflection of his 
youthful self, in La peau de chagrin: 

The sufferings I had endured at home among my own family and at 
school were now renewed in a different form during my sojourn at the 
Pension Lepitre. My father had not given me any pocket-money what- 
soever. My parents were completely content at the thought that I was 
being fed, clothed, and stuffed full of Latin and Greek While living 
i in boarding-schools I got to know some thousand or so schoolmates, but 
1 1 cannot recall in any single case ever having come across a similar 
1 instance of utter unconcern on the part of a boy’s parents 

Here also Balzac failed to distinguish himself as a "good pupil/* 
evidently owing to his inward resistance, and his vexed parents sent 
him to yet another educational establishment, where he fared no 
better. In a cla ss of ab o ut th irty-fiye bo ys he came thirty-sec ond in 
Latin, a result which confirmed his mother in her suspicion that 
Honore was a rate , ^ that he had turned out a failu re She therefore 
addressed to the seventeen-year-old lad, in the lachrymose, self-pity- 
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Ing tone which was still to drive him to despair when he was fifty, 
the following exemplary epistle: 

My dear Honore, 

' I can find no words strong enough to describe to you thq grief which 
you are causing me You are making me really unhappy, though I am 
doing all I can for my children and ought to expect that they should 
make me happy f *'’ 

The good and worthy Monsieur Gancer has informed me that you 
have dropped down to the thirty-second place in translation! J ! . . . 
He told me that you again behaved very naughtily a few days ago. So 
all the pleasure I had promised myself tomorrow has again been 
spoiled. . . . 

We were to have met tomorrow at eight o’clock We should have had 
our midday meal and supper together, and we could have had such a 
nice talk together and told one another all sorts of thmgs.(And now your 
lack of industry, your wantonness, your neglect of your studies, compel 
me to leave you to your just punishment How empty my heart is now! 
How long the journey will seem to meT|I am keeping from your father 
the fact that you have got such a bad place in your class, for you cer- 
tainly won’t be allowed to go out on Monday, though your day off from 
school was intended to serve a useful purpose and by no means merely 
your personal pleasure. The dancing master is coming tomorrow at 
half -past four I will have you fetched and taken back after your lesson. 
I should be remiss in the duty imposed on me by my love for my chil- 
dren if I were to treat you any differently. 

In spite of his mother’s sinister premonitions, however, and the 
denunciations she heaped on him, he managed by hook or crook to 
complete his studies On the 4th of November, 1816, he matricula ted 
at the U n iversity as a stu dent of j u risprud ence. 

This day, the 4th of November, 1816, ought rightfully to have 
signified the end of his servitude and the dawn of freedom for the 
young student. He should have been able to pursue his studies with 
a sense of independence and utilize his leisure hours as he felt 
inclined. But his parents held other views A young man ought not 
to have any leisure hours. No minute of his time should be regarded 
as superfluous. He ought to earn money. It would be enough if he 
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went to occasional lectures at the University during the day and 
studied the pandects at night. During the day he ought to have a pro- 
fession as well. Not a single hour must be wasted in preparing him- 
self for his future career. Not a single unnecessary sou must be 
expended.\So while he studied at the University, Balzac had to drudge 
as a clerk in the office of an advocate, Monsieur Guyonnet de Merville, 
who was, by the way, the first of his employers for whom he willingly 
showed appreciation and whom he gratefully immortalized as Der- 
ville, because he had the intelligence to recognize his clerk's quality 
and generously accorded the younger man his friendships 

Two years later Balzac was han ded on t o a notary called Passez, a 
friend of the B al zac famil y, and therewith his future as an industrious 
citizen seemed assured. On the 4th of January, Honore, now at last 
launched oil a "normal” path, obtained his baccalaureat . Soon he 
would assume the functions of partner to the worthy notary, and when 
Maitre Passez grew old or died his young partner would take sole 
charge of the office. Then he would marry — into a wealthy family of 
good standing of course — and thus finally do honor to his mistrustful 
mother, to all the Balzacs and Sallambiers, and to whatever other rela- 
tives he might possess. His biography would then have been some- 
thing which only Flaubert could have written, as the exemplar of an 
honorable and normal bourgeois career. He would have been another 
Monsieur Bouvard or Pecuchet. 

^But the flame of revolt, subdued and smothered all these years, 
flared up in Balzac's breast. One day in the spring of 1819 he sud- 
denly leaped from his stool in the notary's office and abandoned the 
dusty files that lay open on his desk. He had had enough of this kind 
of existence, which had never allowed him a day of freedom and 
happiness. For the first time in his life he held up his head and 
resolutely opposed his will to that of his family, declaring without 
more ado that he was not going to be an advocate or a notary or a 
judge or accept any official appointment whatsoever. He did not, in 
fact, want to enter any of the bourgeois professions. He was resolved 
to become an aut hor and, by virtue of his future masterpieces, ’ to 
achieve independ ence, wealth, and fam^~ 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Premature Questioning of Destiny 


My sufferings have added years to my life . 
• . . You cannot possibly imagine the 
kind of life I led until I was twenty-two . 
— Letter to the Duchesse d’Abrantes in 
182.8. 


H ON ORE’S sudden announcement that he wanted to 
become an author, not a lawyer, ^ruckldce a thu nder bolt 
in the mi dst of his unsuspecting j amily. To give up an 
assured career! A Balzac, a grandchild of the highly re- 
spected Sallambiers, devoting himself to such a questionable craft as 
authorship! Where were the guarantees, where were the assurances 
that he would be able to earn a steady, reliable income? Literature! 
Poetry! This was a superfluous luxury in which a Vicomte de Chateau- 
briand could indulge, with his handsome chateau somewhere in 
Brittany, or a Monsieur de Lamartine, or the son of General Hugo, 
but not the insignificant offspring of a middle-class family. In any 
case, when had this undutiful youth ever shown the faintest sign of 
talent in that direction? Had anyone ever read a neatly composed 
essay of his? Had his poems ever been printed in the local news-sheet? 
Never! In all the various schools he had attended his place had been 


on the dunces’ bench. He had come thirty-second in Latin, to say 
nothing of his performance in mathematics, which after all was the 
most important of the sciences for every honest businessman. 

Furthermore, the announcement came at an unpropitious moment. 


for the financial affairs of Father Balzac had just got into a somew hat 

Restoration, which brought with it the 
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cessation of the European struggle, had dug up the roots on which all 
the petty blood-sucking parasites of war had fed throughout the 
lucrative Napoleonic years For army contractors and war profiteers a 
bleak time had come. Father Balzac’s fat salary of eight thousand 
francs had been cut down to a meager pension, and to add to his dif- 
ficulties he had been amply fleeced in the matter of the liquidation of 
the banking-house of Doumerc and in other speculative undertakings. 
The family could still be called comfortably off, and there were, as 
we shall see later, a good few thousand laid away for a rainy day, 
but among the pehte bourgeoisie it was an unwritten law, more strictly 
adhered to than any law of the State, that every reduction of income 
must be counterbalanced at once by a double measure of economy. 
The Balzacs had decided^ to give ujd their residence in Paris and to 
m °ye„to a cheaper locality, to Villeparisis, about twenty kilometers 
from the capital, where a reduction in their standard of living could 
be carried out less conspicuously. And this was the very juncture 
chosen by their simple-minded son, whom they had at last thought 
to be off their hands for good, to make the startling announcement 
not only that he wanted to become an author, but that he expected his 
parents to finance him in his idleness. 

It was out of the question! His parents were firmly agreed upon 
this point, and they rallied to their support friends and relations who, 
of course, unanimously pronounced against the presumptuous whim 
of the young ne’er-do-well Father Balzac was the one who exhibited 
the most equable temper in the matter. He did not like family scenes 
and eventually growled a go od -n atured, "Why not?” An old adven- 
turer and gambler himself, who had changed his profession a dozen 
times and had settled down to a snug bourgeois existence only late 
in his career, he could not summon up any very fervent indignation 
at the extravagant ideas of his strange offspring. Honore’s favorite 
sister, Laure, was also on his side, though secretly. She had a romantic 
inclination for poetry, and the idea of having a famous brother was 
flattering to her vanity. What appeared as an honor in the dreams of 
the daughter, however, was in t he eyes of the more prosa ic mother a 
deep disgrac e. How could she hold up her head before her relatives 
* when they were apprised of the calamitous news that a son of Madame 



PREMATURE QUESTIONING OF DESTINY 25 
Balzac, nee Sallambier, had become a writer of books or a contributor 
to the newspapers? With all the loathing of the bourgeoisie for a way 
of living that lacked solid foundations, she launched into the fray. 
Neyer!^Never f This indolent wretch, who had never been any good at 
school, must not be allowed to indulge foolish fancies that could not 
earn him his bread. The fees and charges for his legal training had 
been paid in hard cash. Once and for all a stop must be put to such a 
ludicrous project. 

Now, however, she encountered for the first time j. strength of 
resistance which she had never suspected m her good-natured, easy- 
going son — the unbending, unshakable will-power of Honore de 
Balzac, which, now that Napoleon was broken, had not its match in 
Europe. Whatever Balzac wanted became for him the only reality, and 
when he had made up his mind he was able to achieve the impossible. 
Neither tears nor enticements nor entreaties nor fits of hysteria could 
persuade him to change his plans. He intended to become a great 
writer, not a notary — and the world is his witness that he attained his 
ambition. * 

After a hard struggle which lasted for days, the family reached a 
typically bou rgeoi s comprom ise. The great experiment was set upon 
a sound basis. Honore was to have his way. He was to be allowed to 
put to the test his ability to become a great and famous author, but 
how this was to be done was his own affair. The family would invest 
a strictly limited capital in the dubious undertaking ;^His parents 
would be prepared to subsidize his questionable talent for not more 
than two years, and if he had not become a great and famous author 
by the end of that period he would have to return to his stool in the 
notary's office; otherwise they would withdraw their support from 
their prodigal son.) 

The father and his child drew up a st range contract. On the closely 
calculated basis of a minimum standard of living, the parents bound 
themselves to pay a hundred and twenty francs per month, that is to 
say, four francs pe r day, towa rd th eir son's" maintenan c e d uring his 
voyage hTsearch o f immortality . This was the best piece of business, 
more^rofitSlFthan all his army contracts and financial speculations, 
to which Father Balzac ever put his name. 
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The self-willed mother had for the first time been compelled to 
yield to a will stronger than her own, and we can imagine the despair 
with which she did so, for she was sincerely convinced that her son 
was ruining his life in the obstinate pursuit of a chimera. Her fore- 
most task was to conceal from the worthy Sallambiers the fact that 
Honore had abandoned his respectable profession and was making 
this absurd attempt to stand on his own feet. To cover up his depar- 
ture for Paris, she informed her relations that for reasons of health he 
had gone south to stay with a cousin. It was her hope either that he 
would soon discard as a passing fancy the ridiculous career he had 
chosen, or that her undutiful son would come to realize his foolish- 
ness, so that no one need hear of the unhappy escapade which was 
likely to damage his reputation, ruin his prospects of marriage, and 
lose him his legal clientele. 

In preparation for all eventualities, she quietly made her plans. 
Since kindness and prayers were of no avail in dissuading this stub- 
born son of hers from embarking on the scandalous metier he had 
chosen, she must tr^ c unning and te nacity. H e mu st be starv ed out. 
He should see how comfortable things had been at home and how 
warm he had been in the well-heated notary’s office. When he had to 
tighten his belt in Paris it would not be long before his grandiloquent 
schemes collapsed. When his fingers grew numb with cold in his 
garret, he would soon stop his stupid scribbling.(Under the pretext of 
looking after his welfare, she accompanied him to Paris to help him 
rent a room, but the room she selected was the poorest, the most 
wretched, the most uncomfortable lodging to be found even in the 
slums of Paris. Her object was to soften his determination and break 
his will.} 


No. Q rue Lesdiguieres has long since been torn down, and this is a 
pity, for Pans would have had no finer monument to passionate self- 
sacrifice than this dismal garret, a description of which is to be found 
in La peau de cjoa^nn .\A dark, evil-smelling staircase led five flights 
up to a broken-down door roughly carpentered from a few planks. 
On opening this door one groped one’s way into a low, dark attic that 
was icy cold in winter and scorching in summer. Even at a nominal 
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rental of five francs a month — three sous a day — the landlady had not 
been able to find anyone willing to live in such a den, yet it was just 
"this hole, worthy to be compared with the leads of Venice,” which 
his mother selected to inspire the budding author with a distaste for 
his new profession:") 

f There could be nothing more detestable than this garret with its dirty 
"yellow walls that reeked of misery* . , . The roof slanted almost to the 
floor, and the sky was visible through loose tiles. . . . My lodging cost 
me three sous a day, and the oil I burned at night cost another three sous. 
I looked after the room myself. I wore flannel shirts because I could not 
afford the two sous a day for laundry. I used coal for heating, the cost 
of which spread over the whole year worked out at about two sous a 
day. ). . . All these expenditures together did not amount to more 
than eighteen sous, leaving me two sous for unforeseen expenses. I do 
not remember during this long and wretched sojourn in the Pont des 
Arts ever having paid for the water I used. I fetched it for myself every 
morning from the fountain in the Place St. Michel. . . .(During the 
first ten months of my monastic solitude I lived in this way in poverty 
and seclusion, my own master and my own servant. With indescribable 
ardor I lived the life of a Diogenes.) 

y (With calculated solicitude Balzac’s mother did nothing whatsoever 
to make this prison cell more comfortable or homelike. The sooner 
her son was driven by discomfort to return to a normal way of living, 
the better.) Balzac was provided only with the most indispensable 
articles necessary to furnish his garret, and these came from the family 
lumber-room — a hard , flat bed "like a miserable trestle,” a small oak 
ta ble covered with tatter ed leath er, and two old chairs. That was all. 
A bed to sleep in, a table to work on, and somewhere to sit. His most 
passionate desire, to be allowed to hire a small piano, was not acceded 
to, and after a few days he had to write home begging for "white 
cotton stockings, gray worsted stockings, and a handkerchief.” When 
he procured for himself a gravure and a glace carree et doree, his 
mother wrote to Laure bidding her reprimand her brother for Jus 
"extravagance.” 

Balzac’s imagination, however, was a thousandfold stronger than 
the reality of his environment. His eye could invest the most unpre- 
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tentious object with a lively interest and exalt the hideous. Even the 
dismal view from his den over the gray roofs of Paris afforded him 
consolation. To quote again from La peau de chagrin: 

I remember how I joyfully dipped my bread m my bowl of milk as I 
sat before my window and breathed in the fresh air. My eyes roamed 
over a landscape of brown, red, and light gray roofs of slate or tiles 
covered with green or yellowish moss. At first this prospect struck me as 
monotonous, but soon I discovered peculiar beauties in it There was 
the evening illumined by the rays of the sun, with the lli-fittmg shutters 
of the windows outlined as black hollows m this strange landscape, or 
the pale gleam of the street lamps which down below cast their yellowish 
reflections through the fog and with their faint accusing light mirrored 
the undulations of the crowded roofs on the pavements like a misty 
sea of architecture Now and then queer figures emerged in the heart of 
this gloomy wilderness Amid the flowers of some roof -garden I saw the 
sharp, hooked profile of an old woman watering her nasturtiums Sil- 
houetted in the crumbling frame of an attic window a young girl at her 
toilet thought that she was unobserved. I could only see her handsome 
brow and the long plaits that she was lifting into the light with graceful 
white arms. I gazed with pleasure at the ephemeral vegetation in the 
gutters of the roofs, pitiful weeds that some gust of wind had perhaps 
carried up to such a height I studied the mosses and their colors vivified 
by the rain, which turned to dry velvet in the sun, brown with whimsical 
shadings Finally the poetic and fleeting impressions of the day, the sad- 
ness of the mist, the sudden emergence of die sun, the silent magic of the 
night, the mysteries of sunrise, die smoke of the chimneys — ail these 
happenings m the queer domain of nature became familiar to me and 
kept me amused. (I loved my prison cell. I stayed there because I wanted 
to. These savannahs of Paris, formed out of the monotonous roofs that 
stretched like a vast plain above the abyss of life below, entered into my 
soul and mingled with my phantasies) 

When he left his room on a fine day to indulge in the only pleasure 
he could allow himself, since it cost nothing, namely to stroll along the 
Boulevard Bourdon toward the Faubourg St Antoine, drawing fresh 
air into his lungs, this brief walk was a stimulus and a spiritual experi- 
ence. He recorded in Facmo Cane: 
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One single passion snatched me from my studies — but was it not really 
part of those studies ? I began to observe the activity of the Faubourg, 
its inhabitants, its characters As badly dressed as the workers of the 
quarter, indifferent to outward appearances, I mixed among them with- 
out their showing any reserve toward me] I could join their groups, 
watch them shopping, and listen to their discussions on their way home 
from work , Observation soon became a matter of intuition with me; 

I looked into their souls without failing to notice externals, or rather 
I grasped these external features so completely that I straightway saw 
beyond them My method of observation endowed me with the capacity 
to share in the life of the individual in question just as he lived it, it 
permitted me to put myself in his place in the same way that the dervish 
in the Arabian Nights assumed the form and the soul of the people 
over whom he uttered his magic incantation. . . . 

(I understood these people’s ways, I espoused their way of life, I felt 
their rags on my shoulders, I walked with my feet in their tattered shoes; 
their desires and their distress penetrated my soul, or my soul passed into 
theirs It was like a waking dream.) With them I flew into a passion at 
the employers who tyrannized over them, or at the malicious trickery 
which compelled them to return many times before they were paid their 
wages. I entertained myself by giving up my own habits, by transmuting 
myself into somebody else in a kind of intoxication of my moral forces, 
and by playing this game as often as I liked To whom do I owe this 
gift? Is it a kind of second sight? Is it a quality which by abuse can 
border on madness ? I have never explored the sources of this power. I 
possessed it and I used it — that was all. 

It mattered only that since that time I was able to analyze into its com- 
ponent parts the elements of that compound mass which we call "the 
people.” I had analyzed them and was able to distinguish between their 
good and their bad qualities,^! knew well the importance to me of this 
Faubourg, this seminary of revolutions, with its heroes, its inventors, its 
men of practical wisdom, its rogues and criminals, its virtues and vices, 
all hemmed in by misery, subdued by poverty, steeped in wme and 
mined by brandy?) You cannot possibly imagine what innumerable 
adventures unfold themselves unnoticed in this city of pain, what swiftly 
forgotten dramas 1 What terrible and yet what beautiful things one sees 
here ! Imagination cannot hold a candle to the reality which lies hidden 
here and is never discovered. One has to dive down too deeply in order 
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to find these remarkable dramas, these tragedies or comedies, these 
masterpieces bom of chance. 

The books in his room, the people in the streets, and an eye that 
wai capable of penetrating everything, whether thoughts or happen- 
ings, these were e noug h to construct a. world of his own. From the 
moment that Balzac began to write there was nothing real around him 
but that which he himself created. 

★ ★ ★ 

The first few days of his bitterly purchased freedom were em- 
ployed by Balzac in preparing his dismal abod e for his literary labors. 
He did not scorn to whitewash and paper the spotted walls with his 
own hands. He arranged the few books he had brought with him, 
fetched others from the library, piled into a neat heap the sheets of 
white paper which were to receive the masterpiece he was about to 
write, cut himself some pens, bought a candle for which an empty 
bottle provided the candlestick, and procured oil for the lamp that 
was to be the nocturnal sun shining in the infinite desert of his toil. 

(Everything was ready — except for one not inconsiderable trifle. 
The hopeful writer had no idea what he was going to write about) His 
astonishing resolve to bury himself in a cave and not leave it until a 
masterpiece was perfected had sprung from a mere instinct. Now that 
he was ready to begin he had no definite plan of work, or rather, he 
groped vaguely among a hundred unfermented plans. At the age of 
twenty-one he had not clearly made up his mind what he really was 
or what he wanted to become, whether a philosopher, a poet, a 
novelist, a dramatist, or a man of science. He was conscious of the 
force within him, but did not know in which direction to apply it: 

, (l felt within myself the faith that I had an idea to express, a system 
to construct, a science to expound?) 

(But to what idea, what system, what literary genre was he to devote 
his genius? The magnetic pole of his spirit was as yet undiscovered, 
and the compass needle of his will oscillated restlessly to and fro. He 
scanned the manuscripts he had brought with him. They were all 
fragments, none was complete, and he could not find among them 
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tibe right springboard, for his leap into immortality. There were a few 
pages with such labels as Notes sur Vimmortaliie de Fame, or Notes 
sur la philosophie et la religion, which were partly lecture and reading 
notes and partly rough drafts in which the only thing that strikes the 
eye today is the memo; *'I shall take this up again after I have finished 
my tragedy/’ 

There were also some scattered verses, the beginning of a rhymed 
epic called Saint Louis , preliminary sketches for a tragedy, Sylla, and 
for a comedy, Les deux philosophes . For a time he had planned a 
novel, Coqsigrue, an epistolary novel, Stenie ou les erreurs philo - 
sophiques, and another "dans le genre antique ” entitled Stella . During 
an interlude he had worked on the draft of a comic opera, Le 
corsaire. As he proceeded with his disappointing survey Balzac grew 
more and more uncertain how to begin. Was it to be a system of 
philosophy, an opera libretto, a romantic epic, or a novel, that would 
carry the name of Balzac out into the world? The primary need, how- 
ever, was to write something, whatever it was, to bring something to 
completion that would make him famous and free him from depend- 
ence on his parents. With the furious zest that was part of his nature 
he delved into innumerable books with the dual aim of finding a 
theme and learning from others the technique of craftsmanship: "I 
did nothing but study and develop my style, until I thought I should 
lose my reason,” he wrote to Laure. 

Gradually time began to press. Two months went by while he 
searched and tried his prentice hand, and the yield was pitifully 
meager. The plan to produce a philosophical work was postponed, 
presumably because it would involve too much labor and would not 
be sufficiently profitable. He did not, on the other hand, feel that his 
powers were yet adequate for a novel. (There remained the drama. It 
would, of course, have to be an historical, a neoclassic drama, such 
as Schiller, Alfieri, and Marie-Joseph Chenier had brought into 
fashion, something suitable for the Comedie Frangaise . Once more he 
plowed through dozens of volumes from the circulating library. He 
m u st h ave a theme! He would give a kingdom for a them e! ) 

At last his choice was made. On the 6th of September, 1819, he 
reported to his sister: 
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*T have at long last decided to take Cromwell as my theme because he 
provides the finest material in modern history Since setting to work on 
this theme and turning it over in my mind, I have become immersed m 
it to the verge of losing consciousness of all else. Ideas are accumulating 
in my brain, but I am being continually held up by my lack of talent for 
writing verse. . . . Listen, sister, and tremble f I shall need at least 
another seven to eight months to put the play into rhyme, to elaborate 
my ideas, and then to polish the whole. . . . Oh, if you only knew how 
the difficulties pile up m such a work 1 The great Racine — and this 
should give you an adequate picture — spent two years polishing his 
Phedre , which is the despair of every poet. Two years! Two whole years ! 
Think of it! Two years !” 

But now there was no going back* "Without genius I am lost!” 

He had to have genius. Forthe^htst^ ti me Balzac set himself a 
definitejask and staked his un co nq uerabl e w ill on the issue. When 
this will-power of his was brought into play, there was nothing that 
could resist it. Balzac knew he would finish Cromwell because he was 
resolved to finish it and because it had to be finished:* 
f 

\"I am determined to complete my Cromwell even if I burst in the 
attempt. I must have something ready before Mamma comes and de- 
mands from me an account of the way I have spent my time.”*) 

Balzac threw himself into his work with that obsessed energy which, 
as he once said, even his bitterest enemies had to admit. For the first 
time he ordained for himself that monastic and even Trappist seclu- 
sion to which he strictly adhered during every period of intensive work 
throughout his life. JDay and night he sat writing at his table, and 
frequently he did not leave his room for three or four days at a time. 
Even then he went out only to buy bread, fruit, and a further supply 
of coffee, which was an indispensable stimulant for his overworked 
nerves. Gradually the winter drew on, and his fingers, always sensi- 
tive to the cold, threatened to grow too numb to write in the draughty, 
unheated garret. Yet his fanatical will did not yield. He did not stir 
from the table, where he sat with his feet covered up in an old woollen 
rug of his father’s and his chest protected by a flannel waistcoat. From 
his sister he begged "some old shawl” to wrap round his shoulders 
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while he worked, and from his mother a cap which he asked her to 
knit for him To save fuel, which was expensive, he stayed m bed for 
days at a time so that he could continue the writing of his immortal 
tragedy. , None of these disagreeable concomitants of authorship 
broke down his resolution, and the only thing that, made him tremble 
with apprehension was his expenditure on lamp oil, because when 
the days grew short he had to light his lamp at three o'clock in the 
afternoon. Otherwise he did not mind if it was day or night. They 
both served equally well for his work. 

During all this time there were no pleasures, no women, no visits 
to restaurant or coffee-house, no relaxation whatsoever as a relief from 
his tremendous exertion.) A natural timidity, which he was unable 
for a long time to throw off, kept him from seeking the company of 
women. In his various boarding-schools he had lived only among boys 
and he knew that he was awkward. He could not dance, had not 
learned to move in good society, and was aware that owing to his 
parents' economies he was badly dressed Moreover, now that he was 
on the threshold of manhood, he looked no less unprepossessing in his 
physical appearance than in the neglect of his person An acquaint- 
ance who knew him during those years noted that 

Balzac at that time was particularly and strikingly ugly, in spite of the 
intelligence which sparkled in his small eyes A stout, thick-set figure, 
untidy black hair, bony features, a large mouth, and defective teeth. 

Since he had to turn over every sou three times before allowing it 
to leave his fingers, he lacked the most essential prerequisite for mak- 
ing friends. So far as the coffee-houses were concerned, which were 
the meeting places of young writers and journalists, he could do no 
more than stand outside and look at his own hungry face mirrored 
in the wmdowpanes. The restaurants, too, were closed to him. Of 
all the joys and splendors that the teeming city had to offer, every 
distraction, even the most fleeting, was beyond the reach of the volun- 
tary hermit in the rue Lesdiguieres. 

COne man alone took an occasional interest in the lonely writer — 
u le petit pete Dablin. ” As an old friend of the family, this worthy 
dtizen, a wholesale ironmonger by trade, made it his duty to concern 
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himself in some small degree with the fortunes of the poor literary 
aspirant. Gradually there developed a touchingly solicitous affection 
on the part of the older man for the forlorn youth, and this friend- 
ship lasted the whole of Balzac's life 0 ;; Though he was only a small 
suburban merchant, this worthy man possessed a deep reverence for 
literature. Th efiomedie Francaise was his temple, and often, when the 
prosaic routine of his ironmongery was concluded for the day, he 
would take the young author with him to see a play. These evenings, 
when the splendor of Racine's verses was preceded by a copious meal, 
provided the sole stimulant for the mind and body of his grateful 
guest. 

Every week little Pere Dablin bravely climbed the five flights of 
stairs that led to the garret of his protege, with whom, as a means of 
self-education, he pored over Latin exercises. Balzac, who had hitherto 
known in his own family only the ingrained instinct to save money 
and the petty ambition of the petite bourgeoisie , recognized in him 
the hidden moral strength that often provides a purer motive force 
in such obscure figures of the middle classes than is to be found in all 
the professional ranters and scribblers of literature. And when later 
on, in Cesar Birotteau , Balzac intoned his Song of Songs in praise of 
the honest everyday citizen, he added in gratitude a strophe in honor 
of this friend who was the first to succor him, who with his "entirely 
inward power of sympathy that was both unrhetorical and unexag- 
gerated" had understood and assuaged the distress of his youthful 
uncertainties. In the character of the kindly, modest, unassuming 
notary Pillerault, the lovable figure of "le petit pere Dablin ” has 
been brought close to us. (In spite of the narrow horizon with which 
his daily life encompassed him, he knew intuitively that Balzac was a 
genius ten years before Paris, the literary critics, and the world in 
general made up their minds to acknowledge him,? 

Though he could at intervals relieve the intensity of Balzac’s out- 
ward solitude, he could do nothing to lessen the fateful inward uncer- 
tainty that tormented the literary novice, Balz ac wrote and wrote, wit h 
throbbing temples and fevered fingers, in an intoxication of impa- 
tience, for his Cromwell had to be finished in a few weeks* time what- 
ever the cost But he experienced those lucid moments, so terrifying 
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to every beginner who has neither friends nor advisers, when he was 
beset by doubts of himself, of his capacities, of the work with which 
he was wrestling. Incessantly he asked himself the question: "Have I 
enough talent?” In one of his letters he implored his sister not to mis- 
lead him by sympathetic praise: 

“By the sisterly love you bear me I conjure you never to say 'That is 
good!' when you write to me about one of my works. You must only 
point out my defects, and keep your praise to yourself/* 

(in his youthful ardor he was resolved to produce nothing mediocre, 
nothing banal. "To the devil,” he cried, "with the commonplace! 
One must become a Gretry, a Racine!”} 

Sometimes, it is true, when enveloped in the fie*y cloud of literary 
creation, he thought his Cromwell excellent, and he proclaimed 
proudly: "My tragedy shall become the breviary of kings and nations. 
I intend to make my debut with a masterpiece or break my neck in the 
attempt.” 

Then came another attack of despair : "My distr ess springs from the 
fact that I realize how little talent I p ossess .” Perhaps all his indus- 
try was in vainF For what was the use of industry alone when it came 
to a work of art? "All the labor in the world is no substitute for a 
grain of genius.” The nearer his tragedy grew to completion, the more 
he tortured himself with doubts whether it would be a masterpiece or 
whether he would draw a blank. 

There was unfortunately little prospect that Cromwell would turn 
out to be a masterpiece. Still unaware of the path that his genius was 
to take, and with no experienced hand to guide him, the novice had set 
off in the wrong direction. Nothing was less suited to his still un- 
fledged talent, unfamiliar as he was with the ways of the world and 
the technique of the stage, than a tragedy, and particularly a tragedy 
in verse. He must himself have been aware that he had little gift for 
rhyme, and it was not merely fortuitous that his verses, including the 
few poems that have survived, are of such abysmally poor quality. The 
alexandrine in particular, with its measured scansion, demands tran- 
quillity, deliberation, and patience, that is to say, the very attributes 
which were most inconsistent with his brimming nature. He could 
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think and write only when his mind could soar, when his pen could 
hardly keep pace with his words and thoughts His imagination leaped 
from one associated idea to another and could not check its flight to 
count syllables and construct ingenious rhymes. Rigidity of form 
hampered the impetuous current of ideas, and the tragedy he pro- 
duced in his effort to follow classic models was cold, imitative, and 
empty. 

Balzac had no time, however, to analyze his temperament. He 
was in a hurry to finish his tragedy, to be independent and famous, 
and he urged his stumbling alexandrines along at all possible speed. 
His desire was to reach the end, to learn what answer destiny would 
give to his question whether he was a genius or whether he was to re- 
turn to his stool in the notary’s office and continue to be a slave to his 
family. In January 1820, after four months of feverish toil, the draft 
was ready, and at the house of friends in L’Isle Adam he added the last 
touches and the final polish In May he was back in Villepansis with 
the completed manuscript m his scanty luggage, prepared to read it to 
his parents. The moment had come for the fateful decision whether 
to France and the world a new genius had appeared m the person of 
Honore Balzac. 

★ ★ * 

His parents awaited the arrival of their problem child and his 
rhymed tragedy with impatient curiosity. Events had taken a slight 
turn in his favor The family’s financial situation had improved some- 
what, and the domestic atmosphere was more cheerful, owing mainly 
to the fact that Laure, his favorite sister, had made an excellent match 
with a well-to-do civil engineer named De Surville, who was, more- 
over, of noble birth. Nor had the family been unimpressed by 
Honore’s unexpected fortitude during his fasting cure, an ordeal 
which he had survived without getting into debt to the extent of a 
single sou. (This latter achievement was in itself a proof of character 
and determination, and a completed manuscript of two thousand 
lines testified, b^ the quantity of paper alone th at had been consumed 
in the process, to the fact that Honore’s brusque renunciation of his 
solid prospects in the legal profession had not been dictated by a 
mere love of idleness) Pere Dablin’s cordial accounts of the young 
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author s frugal way of living had probably also contributed to the 
doubts now entertained by his parents whether they had not, after 
all, acted on unfounded suspicion in dealing so harshly with their 
son. There might be something behind this stubbornness of his, and 
if he really was talented a premiere at the Comedie Francatse would 
be an honor that the Sallambiers and the Balzacs would by no means 
despise. Even his mother began to show a belated interest in Honore s 
play and offered to make a fair copy with her own hands, so that 
when he came to read it in public the effect would not be prejudiced 
by the innumerable corrections with which the manuscript was 
thickly strewn. JFor the first time in^is^life Honore was taken ajittle 
more seriously in the house of his parents. 

The p ublic readi ng, which was to decide whether or not Honore 
was possessed of genius, took place in May at Villeparisis, and it was 
invested with the atmosphere of a little family celebration. To com- 
plete the critical tribunal his parents invited not only their new son- 
in-law De Surville, but a few influential acquaintances, including Dr. 
Nacquart, who was to remain Balzac’s lifelong friend, physician, and 
admirer. Little Pere Dablin, of course, refused to miss this strange 
premiere and made the two-hour journey from Pans in the rumbling, 
old-fashioned stagecoach, the Coucou . 

It was, indeed, a strange premiere The furniture in the drawing- 
room had been solemnly rearranged for the occasion. In a semicircle 
of armchairs sat in eager expectancy the two parents, the hypochon- 
driac old Grandmamma Sallambier, Laure, and her husband, who 
understood more about building roads and bridges than the con- 
struction of alexandrines. Among the guests the seats of honor were 
occupied by Dr, Nacquart, the Secretary of the Royal Society of 
Medicine, and little Pere Dablin. In the background listened, though 
perhaps not very attentively, the two younger children, Laurence and 
Henri. Facing this not conspicuously expert audience saf the newly 
fledged author, a small table in front of him, his small white hands 
fidgeting nervously with his manuscript (He had smartened up his 
appearance, and his abundant mass of hair was swept back from his 
forehead in a leonine mane. His little black eyes lost for the moment 
their fiery sparkle and roved restlessly from face to face as if seeking 
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an answer to an unspoken question. He began to read hesitantly, 
“Act One, Scene One. . . But presently he got into his stride, and 
soon the torrent of alexandrines thundered and boomed, rippled and 
murmured through the hushed auditorium.') 

None of those present has left us a record of this strange and 
memorable performance, which lasted some three or four hours, or 
of the effect which it produced. We do not know whether old Grand- 
mamma Sallambier managed to keep awake, or whether the two 
younger children had to go off to bed before the execution of Charles 
I. All we can be certain of is that the audience found itself somewhat 
embarrassed at having to pass authoritative judgment in the matter 
of Honor as genius immediately the curtain had fallen on this rather 
fatiguing rehearsal. An old army contractor, a wholesale ironmonger, 
a civil engineer, and a surgeon were not exactly the ideal critics that 
one would choose to express an opinion on the qualities of a tragedy 
in verse, and there is no doubt that they felt uncomfortable at having 
to decide whether the dramatic monstrosity to which they had just 
been listening had merely bored them personally or was actually a 
tedious production. In view of the general uncertainty on the subject, 
De Surville prop osed that the work of the "new Sophocles”— as 
Hono re had s omew ha t prematurely pi ctured himself — should be 
submit ted t o a really competent authority. In this connection he re- 
called that the instructor in belles-lettres at the polytechnic he had 
once attended was the author of some comedies in verse, and that 
these had been produced on the stage. He was willing to use his good 
offices with Monsieur Andrieux, than whom there could be no better 
judge since he was a duly licensed professor of literary history and 
had even been appointed in the meanwhile to a chair at the College 
de France. 

Nothing impresses the worthy bourgeois more than a resounding 
official title. A man who had been appointed by the State to a pro- 
fessorial chair and who lectured at the College de France was bound 
to have infallible judgment. Madame Balzac and her daughter made 
the pilgrimage to Paris and submitted the manuscript to the flattered 
professor, who appreciated being thus reminded of something which 
the world had long since forgotten, the fact that he was really a cele- 



PREMATURE QUESTIONING OF DESTINY 39 
brated author. The opinion at which he arrived after reading Balzac's 
^tragedy has since been confirmed b y pos terity. He thought it com- 
pletely lacking in any prospect of success, and it must be placed to his 
credit that he did not frame his disappointing verdict in the form of 
a final and forthright denial of Honore s literary aptitude. He wrote 
very courteously to Madame Balzac: 


"It is far from my desire to wish to discourage your son, but I am of 
opinion that he could employ his time better than in writing tragedies 
and comedies If he will give me the pleasure of paying me a visit I 
shall be happy to explain to him how, m my view, belles-lettres should 
be studied and the benefits that can be derived from it without neces- 
sarily adop ting poetry as a pro fession.” 

This was a sensible compromise and found a warm echo in the 
hearts of Honore s parents. If the lad wanted to keep on with his 
writing, why not? It was at any rate better (and cheaper) for a young 
fellow to sit at a writing-table than to lounge in coffee-houses or 
spend his time (and money) in the company of loose women. But it 
must, of course, be just as Professor Andrieux had advised — not as a 
poete de profession , but purely as a literary hobby side by side with 
a sound and lucrative calling. Honore, however, who despite the 
failure of his Cromwell still felt himself to be a poete de vocation, 
glimpsed the danger. Some mysterious instinct warned him that the 
task to which he was summoned was too potent to be a mere side 
issue in his life: 


("If I take a job I am lost. I should become a clerk, a machine, a circus 
horse with prescribed hours for doing my thirty or forty kps in the 
ring, drinking, eating, and sleeping. I should become merely a man 
intent on doing his daily round And this is what people call livin g — 
this ro tat ing like a millstone, this eternal recurrence of the eternally 
selfsame t hing s i” 


Without knowing of what it consisted, he felt that he had been 
bom to carry out a special task which would demand the full measure 
of his powers and even something in excess of the full measure. He 
refused the compromise and in sisted on his bond. The two trial years 
stipulated in the contract with his father were not yet up. He had a 
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full year left, and he intended to use it., With uncurbed spirit and 
stubborn determination, as after every disappointing crisis through- 
out his life, more resolved than ever to free himself from office 
drudgery and dependence on his family, he returned to his voluntary 
prison cell in the rue Lesdiguieres."'. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Novel Manufactory 
of Horace de Saint Aubin & Co. 

F OR some days, and even perhaps for some weeks, Balzac was 
unwilling to admit that his Cromwell was a failure He dis- 
cussed with his friend Dablin whether the tragedy ought not 
after all to be submitted to the Comedie Fran$aise, and the 
worthy ironmonger, who had few connections with the theater, tried 
to enlist the services of an acquaintance of the actor Lafont in per- 
suading the latter to interest himself in the work Balzac would then 
pay Lafont a visit and do his best to wheedle him into showing it to 
the other membeis of the company {Suddenly Balzac rebelled against 
the plan. Why should he take upon himself this unnecessary humilia- 
tion^ A man conscious of the strength within him could bear a heavy 
blow. Cromwell was finished and done with. It would be better to 
try again. He asked Dablin to cease his efforts, flung the manuscript 
into a drawer, and as long as he lived never cast another glance at 
this first misbegotten offspring of his youtli} 

His immediate need was to settle down to work again. His initial 
devastating failure had docked his arrogance somewhat. A year 
before, when he was writing his tragedy with mind aglow, he had 
given himself up to exuberant dreams, resolved to achieve fame, 
honor, and freedom at one stroke. Now that he had fallen from the 
heights the chief end he had in view was a practical one. He must 
throw off the yoke of dependence on his parents. The masterpieces, 
and the immortality they would bring, could wait. The first essential 
was to earn money by writing, money at any cost, to escape from 
accounting for every sou to his father and his mother and his grand- 

41 



B ALKZAC 


4 * 

mother, as if it were given him in charity. {The incorrigible optimist 
was forced to abandon his illusions and to think realistically. He 
made up his mind to write something that would be a quick suc- 
cess.'; 

But what kind of literature was having a quick success? He did not 
know, so he lo oked ar o und and found that it wa s th e no ve l. A new 
wave of novel writing had struck the Continent, starting on the 
shores of England, after the earlier, sentimental wave which had 
produced Rousseau’s Nouvelle Helozse and Goethe’s Werther had 
spent its force. The Napoleonic age, like all years of war, had brought 
enough tension into people’s daily lives, even more than enough, and 
they had felt no urge to agitate themselves over the fate of fictitious 
individuals. The official journal, the Monzteur, had provided a sur- 
rogate for fiction. But with the return of peace and the Bourbons, 
the pub lic felt the n e ed to have its soul thrilled by the ad ventures of 
others, to have its nerves tickled, to experience alternately the sensa- 
tions of gruesome horror and sickly sentimentality. (There was a 
demand for novels, for exciting, melodramatic, romantic, exotic 
novels, and the newly instituted reading rooms and lending libraries 
could hardly quench the mass hanger for this type of literature’) 

(A golden age arrived for those authors who could mix without 
scruple in their witch’s kitchens tears and poison, corsairs and virtu- 
ous maidens, blood and incense, knavishness and nobility, sorcery 
and minstrelsy, boil them into a romantic-historical dumpling, and 
serve the concoction with an ice-cold sauce of the ghostly and the 
gruesome?) There was, for instance, the English novelist Miss Ann 
Radcliffe,' with her spooky tales of horror in which the machinery 
rattled like a mill-wheel. The few Frenchmen who were smart 
enough to copy the industrious lady’s technique made a pot of money 
with their romans nolrs. Even on a higher plane the historical, and 
particularly the medieval, setting was all the rage. The knights of Sir 
Walter Scott conquered more countries and defeated more opponents 
with their old-fashioned swords and shining armor than Napoleon 
with his cannon, while Byron’s pashas and corsairs with their roman- 
tic melancholy caused hearts to beat as furiously as once the com- 
muniques announcing the victories of Rivoli and Austerlitz had done. 
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Balzac decided to trim his sails to the prevailing romantic wind 
and write an historical novel? He was not the first French author to 
be tempted by the popular success of Byron and Scott. Victor Hugo 
with his Bug-Jargal, Han d’lslande, and Notre Dame, and De Vigny 
with Cinq-Mars were soon to try their master hands in the same field, 
but they, having started as poets, were already skilled in the art of 
composition and polished phrases. When Balzac, on the other hand, 
began to write his novel Faltburne, he was walking with uncertain 
steps in the path of imitation. From the wretched novels of Ann 
Radcliffe he borrowed an historical background, a conventional 
Neapolitan scene, and placed upon his stage all the indispensable 
characters to be found in a cheap sensational novel, first and fore- 
most the ubiquitous witch, "la sorciere de Sommaris, magnetiseuse” 
Normans and condottieri, noble captives in chains and sentimental 
pages. The preliminary draft indicated battles, sieges, dungeons, and 
the most improbable deeds of blood and heroism — more, for the 
time being, than the young author could cope with. Another novel, 
Stenie ou les erreurs philosophiques, also remained a fragment. It 
was written in letter form, in the style of Rousseau, and delineated in 
vague outline the favorite theme of Louis Lambert, the theorie de la 
volonte. Part of this manuscript was inserted as padding in a later 
novel. 

' (Thus Balzac suffered his second defeat. He had come to grief in 
his attempt Jo, write a tra gedy a nd he had failed as a novelist. A year 
had gone by, then another six months, and at home the inexorable 
Atropos was waiting to cut the thin thread of his freedom.^ On jhe 
15th of November, 182 0, his parents gave notice that the room in th e 
rue Lesdiguieres wou ld be vacated on the xst of January, 1821. He 
must put an end to his scribbling! It was time to stop spending his 
parents’ money and to begin earning money for himself! 

* * * 

To begin earning money for himself! There was nothing for which 
Balzac had been struggling more desperately than just that. During 
the months of solitary confinement in the rue Lesdiguieres he had 
pinched and scraped, starved and slaved, in order to secure his inde- 
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pendence, but it had all been in vain. Now, at the eleventh hour, 
only a miracle could save him. 

At such moments of extreme hopelessness and despair we always 
find in fairy tales that the tempter approaches his victim with a view 
to purchasing his soul. In Balzac’s case the tempter looked by no 
means diabolic. He presented himself in the shape of a charming, 
amusing young man, his pantaloons were well-cut and his linen 
clean, and he did not want to purchase Balzac’s soul but only the 
hand with which he wrote!;, Somewhere or other, perhaps in the office 
of the publisher to whom he was offering his novels, or at the library, 
or in an eating-house, Balzac had made the acquaintance of this youth 
who was more or less his own age and bore the aristocratic name of 
Auguste le Poitevin de 1’Egreville. The son of an actor, he had 
inherited from his father a certain adroitness, and compensated for 
his lack of literary talent by a versatile knowledge of the world. He 
had already managed to find a publisher for a novel called Les deux 
Hectors ou les deux families bretonnes, the botching together of 
which was nearly completed. The publisher had paid him eight 
hundred francs in cash for the work, which was to appear in Febru- 
ary in two volumes under the pseudonym "Auguste de Viellergle” 
and to be sold by the bookseller Hubert in the Palais Royal. Balzac 
may have complained to his new friend of his own lack of success, 
and perhaps Le Poitevin explained to him that the real cause of his 
misfortune was an excess of literary ambition.(What has an artistic 
conscience to do with writing novels? Why take the work so seri- 
ously? These were presumably the arguments of the tempter) It was 
easy enough to write a novel. One had only to choose or purloin a 
subject, something historical since that was what the publishers were 
particularly keen about, and dash off the necessary few hundred pages 
with all possible speed — preferably in collaboration. He already had 
a publisher who would take their work. If Balzac felt so inclined, 
they could write the next novel in partnership. Or better, the two of 
them could hash up the plot together and Balzac could write the 
stuff by himself, since he could do it more skillfully and quickly. 
Le Poitevin would look after the business side. If Balzac agreed, they 
would set up shop together and share fifty-fifty. 
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It was a degrading proposition It meant turning out blood-and- 
thunder stories by a fixed date, with a definite number of pages per 
book, and in collaboration with a totally unscrupulous and artistically 
unambitious partner. How different from his dreams of yesterday! 
He would be abusing his talent and perhaps ruining it beyond repair 
merely to scrape together a few hundred francs. A year ago he had 
wanted to make the name of Balzac immortal, to excel Racine, to 
expound to mankind a new theory of the omnipotence of the will. 
The price de man ded by his tempter was his very soul — his artistic 
conscience. But he had no choice. He had to give up his room in the 
me Leschguieres, and if he returned home without having earned 
money by his pen his parents would not accord him a second lease of 
freedom. It would be better to walk his own treadmill than someone 
else’s. He came to terms with his tempter. In the case of their first 
novel, Charles Pomtel on mon cousin de la main gauche, which Le 
Poitevin had already begun, or perhaps merely sketched, Balzac was 
to be regarded as a sleeping partner, though he did most of the work, 
and his name was not to appear on the title page. The subsequent 
productions of the newly founded novel manufactory were to be 
signed by both members of the firm — A de Vi el lergle (an anagram 
of Egreviile) and Lor d R’h oone (an anagram of Honore) . 

Therewith the pact with the devil was sealed. In Chamisso's 
famous story it was his shadow that Peter Schlemihl sold to the Lord 
of the Underworld. Balzac was selling his art, his literary ambition, 
his name. To earn his freedom he sold himself into slavery During the 
next few years his genius and his name were alike submerged in the 
obscurity of the galley. 

* ★ ★ 

After concluding this transaction, Balzac went home to his family 
in Villeparisis for a holiday. His room in the rue Lesdiguieres had 
perforce been given up, and at Villeparisis he moved into the cham- 
ber which had been occupied by his sister Laure before her marriage. 
It was his firm resolve to obtain another pied a terre as soon as he had 
earned enough money to pay for it. In the meantime he inst alled his 
n ovel man ufactory in the little room where his sister had formerly 
indulged her romantic dreams of her brother's future fame. He sat 
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at his work night and day, piling one swiftly written sheet on an- 
other, for commissions were pouring in without respite, thanks to 
the activity of his partner and agent. The weights were well balanced 
in this piece of clockwork. Balzac did the writing, Le Poitevin dis- 
posed of the novels. 

The family watched the new turn of events with satisfaction. After 
having seen the first contracts- — eight hundred francs for the first 
book and rising rapidly to two thousand francs to be divided between 
the partners — they no longer found Honored occupation quite so 
absurd. Perhaps the ne'er-do-well would manage to stand on his own 
feet after all and cease to be a drain on their pocket. His father was 
particularly pleased by the fact that his son had apparently abandoned 
his idea of becoming a famous author and by using a variety of 
pseudonyms had avoided bringing the honest name of Balzac into 
disrepute. "He is pouring water into his wine," the good-natured old 
gentleman said with complacency. "There is still time, and so I hope 
’that he will get somewhere after all."*) 

Honore's mother, on the other hand, who had the unfortunate 
gift of spoiling everything for her son by her importunate solicitude, 
regarded the novel manufactory established in her house as a family 
matter. Both she and his sister tried to pose as his critics and collab- 
orators. She was not the last of his critics to lament his lack of style, 
but she was certainly the first to complain that Rabelais had cor- 
rupted him. She urged him to revise his manuscripts carefully, and 
one can feel how weary he grew of this eternal tutelage. The mother 
could not wean herself from her unwanted, lachrymose anxiety for 
her prodigal son, reporting: "Honore has such a conceited notiomof 
himself and his capacities that he hurts everybody's feelings." His 
elemental spirit was constricted in this household, and the family 
atmosphere became unendurable. His sole desire was once more to 
have a room in Paris and be free. 

" (Driven by the urge to gain his independence, he worked like a 
galley-slave. Twenty, thirty, forty pages, a whole chapter a day was his 
average output. But the more he earned, the more he wanted to earn. 
He wrote as a hunted man runs, with panting breath and bursting 
lungs, to escape from his family^ At last he was working with such 
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demonic lack of restraint that even his mother grew frightened. 
"Honore is working like a savage. If he continues to live this sort of 
life for another three months I shall have him on my hands as an 
invalid.” ;pnce he had got into his stride Balzac flung the whole 
veheme nt energy of his being into the work he was doing. Every 
third day his inkpot needed refilling and he had used up ten pens. 
As he worked hi s pow e rs gained momentum , with that d riving obses- 
sion which was l ater t o astonish all his colleagues. He had probably 
^already helped Le Poitevin finish his first novel, Les deux Hectors, 
and before the year 1821 reached its close he also took a hand in 
finishing Charles Pointel , which appeared under the name of Viel- 
lergle though it contained whole passages from Balzac’s Stenie. In 
the same year yet another novel was ready, Uhentiere de Birague, 
"histone tiree des manuscrits de Dom Rago, ex-prieur des benedictins, 
mis au jour par ses deux neveux M. A . de Viellergle et Lord 
Khoone ” Before this four-volume work was out of the printer's 
hands, in February 1822, another four-decker trod close on its heels, 
Jean Louis ou la pile trouvee, and this was also signed by the two 
worthy nephews of the mythical prior. Balzac by now had had 
enough of a firm in which he alone provided the head and the hand, 
the brain and the heart He swiftl y dashed off still anoth er novel, Le 
Tartar e ou le retour de V exile, which also appeared in 1822 under 
the name of A. de Viellergle. Lord R’hoone, the real author, was not 
even mentioned as a collaborator.(Therewith the contract lapsed, and 
Balzac published the products of his factory under his own nom de 
plume . He became the sole owner of the business and he resolved to 
make it the foremost literary firm in France^ In his early jubilation at 
the way he was raking in money he triumphantly announced to his 
sister: 

Dear Sister, 

I am working now like Henri TV’s horse before it was cast in bronze, 
and I hope that before the end of this year I shall have made twenty 
thousand francs, which shall be the foundation stone of my fortune. 
I still have to deliver Le vicaire des Ardennes , Le savant , Odette de 
Champdivers, and La famille Bjhoone . . . apart from a number of 
theatrical pieces. 
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Lord R’hoone will before long be the man of the day, the most 
prolific author in the world, the most charming companion, and the 
ladies will love him as the apple of their eye) Then your little Honore 
will roil along in his own carriage, with head erect and proud glance, 
and his pockets full of money. As he approaches one will hear the 
flattering murmur with which a public idol is greeted, and people will 
whisper, 'That is the bi other of Madame de Surviile !” 

; 6ne thing alone enables us to recognize in these poor productions 
the handiwork of the future Balzac — the incredible speed at which 
they were written. Having already turned out some sixteen to twenty 
volumes either by himself or in collaboration with Le Poitevin, he 
producedjn this bu sy,., year of 1822 another three novels of four 
volumes each. They were CloUlde de Lusignan ou le beau juij, Le 
cenienatre ou les deux Berm gh eld, and Le vtcaire des Ardennes . 
It looks as if he were himself growing apprehensive that the public 
might not be able to stand up to this barrage, for in the last two 
books he dropped the pseudonym "Lord R’hoone” and signed him- 
self "Horace de Samt Aubin.” The new label cost the publisher 
considerably more than had that of the former firm. The eight hun- 
dred francs for each novel which Balzac had had to share with his 
partner was raised by Lord R’hoone-Saint Aubin to two thousand 
francs for fifteen hundred copies. Fi ve, pe rhaps ten, novels a year — 
which was child’s play with such nimble and unscrupulous patch- 
work — and one of the dreams of his youth would be fulfilled. In a 
few more years he would be rich and his independence assured 
forever. 

★ * * 

Even the expert guild of Balzacomanes does not possess an ex- 
haustive record of the pseudonymous books written and published 
by Balzac during these years of servile drudgery. Yet the novels 
which appeared under the names of Lord R’hoone and Horace de 
Saint Aubin were only a minor part of his by no means reputable 
activity He no doubt had a hand in Michel et Christine ei la suite , by 
'his former partner Veillergle, and wrote wholly or in part Le 
Muldtre , which was published under the name of Aurore Cloteaux. 
No type of literary production, no commission, no kind of associa- 
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tion, was beneath his dignity between his twenty-second and thirtieth 
years. His swift gen could be had cheaply and anonymously by who- 
ever was, prepared to pay for it. Like the public scribes who in the 
days of illiteracy used to sit in the streets of the Paris suburbs and 
for a few sous compose whatever the passer-by desired, whether love 
letters for servant girls, complaints, petitions, or denunciations, the 
greatest writer of the century offered his pen for hire with a cynical 
lack of scruple that an Aretino might have envied. He wrote books 
and brochures ad lib. for suspect politicians, obscure publishers, and 
slick agents, cheap ranges of goods in all styles and at all prices. He 
manufactured to order a royalist pamphlet, Du droit d’dnesse and 
cobbled together from borrowed sources an HiStotre imparUale des 
jesmtes; a melodrama called Le negre was turned out with the same 
nonchalance as a Petit dtcttonnaire des ensetgnes de Pans . 

In 1824 the one-man firm, adapting itself to the change in public 
taste, switched production from novels to the so-called Codes and 
Physiolo gies, which a shady courtier htteraire, Horace Raisson, had 
* brought into fashion. Month after month the mill ground out a series 
of Codes with their forced wit to amuse the petit bourgeois . The 
Code des gens honnetes ou Part de n } etre pas dupe des frtpons was 
followed by Dart de me tire sa cravate, a Code conjugal, later ex- 
panded into a Physiologic du manage, and a Code du commis-voy- 
ageur, later useful for his immortal Gaudtssart . These Codes, includ- 
ing a Manuel complet de la pohtesse which was signed by Horace 
Raisson and disposed of by him at great profit (some of these works 
sold over twelve thousand copies), came wholly or for the most part 
from Balzac's pen. This can be proved, but it is no longer possible 
to discover how many brochures, newspaper articles, and commercial 
prospectuses he produced, for neither he nor his employers, who 
preferred to keep in the background, were inclined to acknowledge 
publicly the bastard offspring they begot in the dissolute byways of 
cheap publishing./All we can say without fear of contradiction is that 
not a single line of the innumerable pages scrawled by Balzac during 
his years of shame has the slightest connection with literature or art, 
and that one almost blushes at having to attribute them to him. ) 

Prostitution is the only word that can be used for this kind of 
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scribbling, and it was the worst kind of prostitution since it was 
practiced cold-bloodedly and solely with a view to making money 
quickly*, He may, io begin with, have been swayed only by impatience 
to achieve his freedom, but once he had sunk deep enough and 
become used to easy profits, the descent grew steeper and steeper. 
He allowed his talents to be misused for lesser rewards, despite the 
large earnings he drew from his novels, and there was no literary 
iniquity that he could not stomach., He was a harlot serving simul- 
taneously two or three literary pimps. Even when his Chouans and 
La peau de chagrin made him an outstanding figure in French litera- 
ture, he continued — like a married woman secretly visiting a maison 
de rendezvous to earn some pin-money — to frequent his former low 
haunts and degrade the famous Honore de Balzac to the status of a 
cheap hack for the sake of a few hundred francs. Today, when his 
cloak of anonymity has become somewhat threadbare, we k now that 
Balzac shrank from no literary sin ) He patched other men’s novels 
with scraps of his own and barefacedly stole other writers’ plots and 
situations for his own works. With adroit impudence he undertook 
every kind of literary tailoring, in which the purloined material was 
pressed, lengthened, turned, dyed, and modernized. He supplied any- 
thing for which there was a demand, whether in the way of philos- 
ophy, politics, or causenes, always rea d y to meet his client’s w ishes, a 
brisk, skillful, unscrupulous workman, on call at any time and pre- 
pared to switch over to the production of any article that happened 
to be in fashion. 

It is pathetic to think of the kind of people with whom he asso- 
ciated in these dark years. He was the greatest storyteller of his age, 
ye t he was nothing but the hirel ing of the scabbiest hole-and-corner 
publishers and wholesale book-hawkers of Pari s.~ATT^iis'becauTe £e 
lacked self-confidence and was blind to his real destiny. It must 
forever remain a unique phenomenon in the annals of literature that 
even a genius like Balzac could lift himself out of the slough. We are 
reminded of Baron Munchausen’s feat in drawing himself up from 
the swamp by his own pigtail. Some taint did, it is true, cling to his 
garments, a certain sickly perfumed odor from the dissolute haunts 
of literature he hadJ hsfiP wont to frequent. Semper aliquid haeret. 
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No artist can descend so deeply into the sewers with impunity. The 
lack of scruple demanded by the sensational novel, its lack of veri- 
similitude and its gross sentimentalities — these were elements that 
Balzac could never again wholly eliminate from his novels; but it was 
above all the glibness, the haste, the slick writing, habits contracted 
during the days of mass production, which permanently affected his 
style. 

Language is a jealous master and avenges itself inexorably on 
every artist who even occasionally treats it with unconcern. Balzac 
wakened too late to a sense of responsibility, and after he had reached 
maturity he would desperately go through his manuscripts, galleys, 
and page-proofs ten or twenty times; but it was too late to hoe out 
the weeds which had been allowed to take root with such impudent 
luxuriance. If Balzac’s language and style remained irredeemably 
defective, it was because he had been untrue to himself in the decisive 
years of his development. 


* * * 

In the ferment o f his mind t h e young B alzac vaguely perc e ived 
tSaThew^s degrading his true self. He never put his name to any of 
M tfieselv^^ ~with more audacity than success, he 

stubbornly disowned them. To the only intimate of his early years, 
the sister who had loyally supported his youthful ambitions, he 
refused even to show Uheritiere de Birague, * 'because,” as he said, 
"it is a real piece of literary cochonnerie.” He gave her a copy of Jean 
Louis on condition that she should "not lend it to a living soul, not 
even show it to anyone, and not talk about it, so that the copy does 
not go the rounds in Bayeux or anywhere else and damage my 
business.” The word he used, commerce, proves decisively with what 
complete lack of illusion Balzac regarded his writing at this. time. He 
was bo un d by contract to supply so many folios to the printer, and 
the quicker the better; all th at mattered in the calculation of his fee 
was quantity, and all that mattered to Balzac was the payment of his 
fee. In his impatience to start on a new tome as quickly as possible 
*hecared so little for the artistic problems of composition, style, unity, 
and originality that he made his sister the cynical proposal, since she 
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was not overburdened with work at home, that she write the second 
volume of Le vicmre des Ardennes with the help of a short synopsis 
while he dashed off the first. Hardly had he set up his factory before 
he was looking round for cheap hands. While acting as a "ghost” 
for others he was trying to enlist the services of a similar unseen 
collaborator for himself. Yet in the rare lucid intervals that came to 
him dunng his brutish labors he was 'pricked by a conscience that 
was not entirely atrophied:"/ 

'’Oh, my dear Laure, I bless every day the good fortune which allowed 
me to adopt this free profession, and I am convinced that I shall yet 
make a good deal of money by it JBut now that I am aware of my 
powers, as I believe, I am mdeed sorry at having to expend the flower 
of my ideas on such absurdities. In my mind’s eye I see something 
beckoning me and if only I could be assured as to my material situation 
... I would settle down to real work.”) 

Like his Lucien de Rubempre, in whom he later depicted his own 
fall and eventual self -redemption, he felt a bu rning sense of shame 
and stared with a shudder, like Lady Macbeth, at his stained hands : 

"My attempt to free myself by the bold stroke of writing novels — and 
what novels! Oh, Laure, how pitifully have my glorious projects col- 
lapsed!” 

# 

He despised what he wrote and the brokers for whom he wrote. Only 
the uncertain presentiment that his superhuman efforts were bound 
in the end to lead to some great goal, to the achievement of fame, 
gave him the strength to bear the miserable serfdom into which he 
had voluntarily sold himself. As always, this most sincere of vision- 
aries was rescued from reality by his illusions} 

★ * * 

Meanwhile Balzac reached his twenty-third birthday. He had not 
yet lived or loved. He had never enjoyed the esteem or confidence of 
others, and no hand had been held out to help him. A despised helot 
at school, fettered to his family, he had sold the years of his early 
manhood for the shameful wage that was to provide his ransom. He 
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labored to redeem himself from the compulsion to labor, he drudged 
to free himself from drudgery, and this tragic paradox was to de- 
termine the form and formula of his life. He was going round in a 
torturing circle. He was writing in order not to have to write any 
more, scraping money together, more money, and still more money, 
in order no longer to be forced to think of money; shutting himself 
off from the world in order to conquer it more securely with all its 
countries, its women, its luxury and — the brightest jewel in its crown 
— the immortal fame it had to offer; economizing in order to be able 
at last to squander; ^toiling, toiling, toiling, day and night, cheerlessly 
an d w ithout pause, in order to live life as it should be lived. 

These were Balzac's dreams, the wild dreams that kept his nerves 
strung to a high pitch and dragged from him the last ounce of 
physical strength which enabled him to work as he did. His writings 
did not yet reveal the great artist, but they did make manifest Jthe 
tremendous eruptive force which flung out continuously a fiery mass 
composed of human characters and human fates, landscapes, ideas, 
and dreams. (And as in the case of a volcano, one is aware that this 
fiery flux was not merely an emanation from the surface but an ex- 
plosive discharge from mysterious depths An elemental force, con- 
fined and constricted, suffocated by its own superabundance, sought 
relief from the constraining pressure J Struggling frantically in his 
dark pit, he strove to hammer his way through to light and air, the 
invigorating, seductive air of freedom. He turbulently demanded 
contact with life itself, instead of always having to construct merely 
a facsimile of life. He had won the strength to accomplish his work, 
and ail he lacked was a smile from destiny. One single ray of light, 
and everything that was now threatening to wither and decay in the 
chill dungeon where it was shut out from the warmth of the sun 
would shoot up into blossom: 

("If on ly someo ne would cast a magic beam on th is fr oze n raistencejff 
ffiinei I have not h itherto enjoyed^ any of t he flo wering toys of life. . . . 
I go hungry, and there is nothing to satisfy my craving But what does 
that matter? ... I ! have only two passionate desires — love and fam e. 
N either ha s yet fou nd ful Mmgn t” 
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CHAPTER .FOUR 

Madame de Berny 


B ALZAC had indeed not found fulfillment of his two “pas- 
sionate desires.” Neither love nor fame had yet come his 
| way. All his tumultuous dreams had remained merely 
dreams, his fervent efforts had been in vain. The manu- 
script of Cromwell was yellowing in a drawer, concealed and forgot- 
ten amidst a mass of other worthless papers. The trashy novels that he 
had turned out en masse appeared and disappeared under false 
names, and among the thousands of authors who were writing books 
in France there was never mention of the name of Honore Balzac. 
His talent was respected by nobody, least of all by himself. It had 
not helped him at all that by stooping low he had managed to creep 
into the most disreputable section of the world of letters by the back 
door. Nor was he getting any further by writing continuously day 
and night with the intent concentration of a starving rat that is de- 
termined to gnaw its way into the larder whence come the delicious 
odors that penetrate so tantalizingly to its very entrails. His most 
strenuous exertions had not brought him a single step forward. 

The obstacle which stood in Balzac’s way during these years was 
not lack of strength, for that was dammed up within him and raging 
to find an outlet, bur lack of courage^He possessed the temperament 
of a conqueror and the resolute will to succeed. Even in his rare hours 
of depression he knew himself to be immeasurably superior to all his 
colleagues in intellect, knowledge, industry, and intensive force; but 
owing perhaps to the impairment of his self-reliance by the years of 
intimidation to which he had been subjected by his parents, he did 
not know how to provide the necessary outlet for the intrepidity of 
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his spirit He says himself, "I possessed courage, it is true, but only 
in my soul, not in my bearing.” Until his thirtieth year he did not 
venture, as an artist, to attack the task which was commensurate with 
his genius, or, as a man, to seek the society of women. Fantastic as it 
may seem at first sight, the sensuous, impetuous Balzac of the later 
years was throughout his youth almost morbidly shy. 

Shyness, however, does not always spring from weakness Only 
the man who has found his balance can really be certain of himself, 
and an excess of unused strength which does not yet know how to 
apply itself may jog him restlessly between the opposite poles of 
arrogance and apprehension. The young Balzac avoided women not 
because he was afraid of falling in love, but because he was afraid of 
his own tempestuous nature. Furthermore, he was late in reaching 
sexual maturity and speaks of a "stage of incomplete puberty that 
was inordinately prolonged by overwork” and a virility "which only 
hesitantly put forth its green shoots.” Yet the stocky, broad- 
shouldered young fellow with the thick, almost negroid lips was 
later to become so suffused with this potent force that it endowed him 
with the strongest sexual capacity that a man can possess, the capacity 
to be indiscriminate. Neither his senses nor his imagination needed 
the charm of youth or beauty in a woman^This sorcerer who had"' 
such control over his own will that during his lean years he could 
write out a menu on his table and believe that he was savoring caviar 
and vol-au-vent as he chewed a slice of stale bread, this man could see a 
Helen in every woman, even in Hecuba, as soon as his will-power 
came into play. He was inhibited by neither loss of youth, nor faded 
beauty, nor corpulence, nor any other female blemishes such as would 
have induced a fastidious amorist to copy the renunciatory gesture of 
Joseph. He loved any woman whom he wanted to love and took 
whatever he desired to take. Just as he was willing to hire out his pen 
promiscuously to anybody who required it, so he was ready to make 
love to any woman who could help to rescue him from dependence 
on his parents, without being concerned whether she was pretty or 
ugly, stupid or quarrelsome. His first wooing — like his books — was 
anonymous. This strange idealist had written to his sister in his 
twenty-second year: 
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"Look aiound and see if you can find me some rich widow with a 
fortune . . . and sing my praises to her — an excellent young man, twenty- 
two years of age, of good appearance, with vivacious eyes, full of fire! 
And the finest dish in the way of a husband that has ever been cooked 
by the gods." 

Like the volumes sold in the booksellers' shops of the Palais Royal, 
Honore Balzac was offered cheaply on the marriage-market m those 
days, the reason being that he set very little value on himself. He 
did not acquire a higher appreciation of his own worth until he had 
found someone to give him encouragement. If a publisher or a critic 
had promised him success, if a woman had smiled at him, he would 
have cast off his shyness like a cloak. But fame spurned him and 
women ignored him, so he strove to possess himself of the next best 
thing, money, and therewith his freedom. 

v (It is not really surprising that women did not give him any partic- 
ular encouragement. "A very ugly young man" is the way De Vigny 
begins his description of Balzac, who neglected his personal appear- 
ance no less than he abused his talents. Even his masculine acquaint- 
ances noted with distaste the thick grease on his mane, the decaying 
teeth, the way he dribbled when he spoke quickly, his unshaven chin, 
and his untied shoelaces) The old local tailor at Tours, who was com- 
missioned to turn his father's worn-out suits for him to wear, was 
unequal to the task of cutting the fashionable waist and fullness over 
the hips after allowing for the bull-like neck and massive shoulders. 
Balzac knew that his short legs and general awkwardness would make 
him look ridiculous if he tried to copy the mincing gait of the dandies 
of the day or ventured onto the dance floor, and this feeling of 
i nf erio rity in the company of women drove him back time and again 
to his work and h is solitu de. (What was the use of fiery eyes if they 
timidly took cover under their lids as soon as a handsome female 
approached? What was the use of his vaunted intellect, or knowledge, 
or his inner exuberance, if shyness kept his lips sealed, if all he could 
produce in his embarrassment was a few stuttering words, whereas 
others who were a thousand times more stupid could insinuate them- 
selves with supple phrases^He knew that he could talk with infinitely 
greater accomplishment, that his virility and powers of seduction were 
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immeasurably more potent than those of the pretty, ogling youths in 
their well-cut coats and neat cravats. In his unquenched hunger for 
love he would have been prepared to barter all his future works, his 
intelligence and his art, his intellect and his knowledge, for this 
other art which understood so well how to lean over a woman with 
a tender air and a sparkle in the eye and to feel the delicious shudder 
that rippled through her shoulder. Yet not the faintest gleam of suc- 
cess fell to his lot, a gleam that his mounting power of imagination 
would at once have fanned into a flame capable of illuminating a 
whole world^ His glance meant no more to women than his name did 
to publishers, and Balzac himself has depicted his early mood of 
despair at this failure in La peau de chagnn: 

[ My soul, hampered and hindered time and again in its effort to seek 
expression, retired more and more within itself Frank and unaffected 
as I was by nature, I was bound to appear cold and affected. ... I was 
shy and awkward , I doubted whether my voice could make the slightest 
impression; I was repelled by my own self, I was aware of my ugliness 
and was ashamecL)Despite the inner voice which always supports a man 
of gifts in his moments of despair, and which called out to me, 
"Courage 1 Keep on r ’fDespite the sudden flashes of revelation which 
illumined my solitude and showed me the powers I possessed, despite 
the hope I drew from a comparison of the popular works of the day 
with the works of art created by my own imagination — in spite of all 
this I remained uncertain as a child. I was a prey to the wildest ambition, 
I believed that I was destined for great things, yet at the same time I 
was aware of my insignificance.) 

* . . Among the young people of my own age I met a group of swag- 
gerers who strutted along with head erect, uttered meaningless phrases, 
and would sit down at a woman’s side without any feeling of con- 
straint. These were the ones who impressed me most — with the out- 
rageous things they said, the way they nibbled the knobs of their canes, 
their whole affected babble. In their conversation they prostituted the 
prettiest women, asserting that they had slept with every one of them or 
at least acting as if they had, yet at the same time they gave themselves 
superior airs and pretended that such pleasures really meant nothing to 
them In their eyes the most virtuous, the most chaste woman was an 
easy prey, to be vanquished by a simple word, by a daring little gesture. 
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by the first bold look I declare to you upon my word of honor and my 
conscience that at that time it seemed to me less difficult to acquire 
power or literary fame than to win the favor of a young, intelligent, and 
charming lady of rank. 

. . .^There were plenty of women in those days whom I worshiped 
from afar, for whom I would have gone through fire and water. They 
could have tom my soul in pieces I would have shunned no sacrifice 
and no torture. Yet they belonged to dolts whom I would not have 
tolerated as porters at my gate/}, . . There is no doubt that I was too 
simple for this mannered company, who moved m an artificial light and 
clothed their thoughts in conventional phrases or fashionable expres- 
sions. I understood neither how to let my silence speak for itself nor 
how to chatter and yet say nothing (So at last I was forced to conceal 
within my own breast the fire that was consuming me. Yet I was pos- 
sessed of a soul such as no woman could fail to appreciate, filled with 
the romantic enthusiasm for which they yearn^ I really did contain 
within me the power of which those blockheads only bragged, but all 
women treated me treacherously and cruelly. . . . Oh, to have the feeling 
that one is made for love and destined to make a woman happy, and yet 
never to find a single one, not even a courageous and noble Marcelme 
or some elderly marquise! To have to carry treasures about with one in 
a beggar's knapsack and meet nobody, not even a child or a curious 
young girl, who wants to admire them f I was often in such despair that 
I was near to putting an end to my life. 

Even adventures of the lighter sort, in which young men usually 
find a substitute for the love affairs they experience only in imagina- 
tion, were denied to him. In the little town of Villeparisis he was 
under the eyes of his parents, while i n Pari s his meager monthly 
allowance had been insufficient to invite even the poorest grisette to 
supper. 

(But the higher the walls of the restraining dike, the more strongly 
do the waves beat against them until the breach is made. Fo r a tim e 
Balzac was able t o suppress his desire for w omen and caresses by the 
gionas ti c discipline of fasting and e xercise, which in his case consisted 
of a phenomenal absorption in his work. In his novels he reveled in 
surrogates for the reality that was beyond his reach and intoxicated 
himself with his sweet and sentimental heroines. This outlet for his 
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imagination, however, served to feed the inflammable substance that 
was waiting for the kindling spark. It was a vicious circle of desire. 
The youthful stage of confused, tormented, cloudy dreaming was over. 
Balzac could bear Jhis > solitud e n o longer. He wa nt ed to live, to love, 
and to be loved. And when Balzac made up his mind to get what he 
wanted he could create an infinite universe out of a grain of dustj 

Dammed up passions are wont, like other natural forces such as air, 
fire, and water, to break through in an unexpected quarter when the 
pressure has reached its climax. Balzac’s decisive experience began in 
Villeparisis, in the shadow of his parents’ home. It so happened that 
a married couple named De Berny not only had a residence in Paris 
adjoining that of the Balzac family’s pted a terre , but also a country 
house at Villeparisis This led to a friendship which the bourgeois 
Balzacs counted as no small honor. Monsieur Gabriel de Berny, the 
son of a governor and himself a former counselor at the Imperial 
Court, was of aristocratic descent. His wife, who was very much 
younger, was less blue-blooded but a far more interesting person. 
Her father, Philippe Joseph Hinner, descended from an old German 
family of musicians in Wetzlar, had been a special protege of Marie 
Antoinette, who had found him a wife in the person of one of her 
ladies-in-waiting, Marguerite de Laborde. After Hinner’ s early 
death, in his thirtieth year, the connection with the royal house be- 
came closer, for his widow married the Chevalier de Jarj*aiiles, the 
most courageous of royalists, who when the hour of danger arrived 
proved his devoted loyalty by returning at the risk of his life from 
Coblenz and braving every hazard to rescue the Queen from the Con- 
ciergerie. 

The spacious country house of the De Bernys was enlivened by 
seven children, handsome boys and girls, and invested with an 
atmosphere of laughter, games, and witty conversation. Monsieur 
Balzac did his best to entertain his neighbor, who with increasing 
blindness had grown somewhat morose and odd, while Madame Bal- 
zac became a close friend of Madame de Berny, who was about her 
own age and also of a somewhat romantic temperament. Laurence was 
the constant playmate of the De Berny girls, and when Honore arrived 
he was found a fitting occupation to help cement the family friend- 
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ship. His parents thought that he might as well do something useful 
to pay for his board and lodging, so in the intervals of writing novels 
he was set to work giving lessons to his younger brother Henri, and as 
Alexandre de Berny was about the same age as Henri nothing was 
more natural than that he, too, should take advantage of this oppor- 
tunity to obtain private tutoring. Honore, who welcomed any pretext 
to turn his back on his parents' house, spent more and more of his 
time m the comfortable and cheerful home of the De Bernys. 

* ★ * 

It was not long before Monsieur and Madame Balzac noticed that 
one or two strange things were happening. In the first place, Honore 
was wandering over to the De Bernys on days when he was not 
scheduled to give a lesson, spending whole afternoons and evenings 
there. Furthermore, he was paying greater attention to his toilet, 
holding himself less aloof, and growing manifestly more amiable. 
His mother found an easy answer to the puzzle. Honore was in love, 
and there could be no doubt on whom his choice had fallen. Madame 
de Berny had a pretty young daughter, Emmanuele, of whom Balzac 
wrote twenty years later, "She was an enchanting beauty, an exotic 
flower!” His parents smirked with satisfaction. This wasn't at all bad, 
and it was the most sensible thing the unpredicta ble fellow had done 
so far! The De Bernys were not only far superior to the Balzacs in 
social status, but they were also very well off, and with a wife from 
such influential circles Honore would at once obtain a lucrative posi- 
tion that would at the same time be more reputable than turning out 
novels by the dozen for insignificant publishers. They encouraged 
this gratifying intimacy with a secret twinkle in their eyes, and 
Madame Balzac was probably meditating pleasurably on the good 
round sum that the bride would bring with her as her dowry. She 
dreamed of a marriage contract between the young couple that would 
be adorned with the signatures of all the relatives of the two families. 

It was unfortunate for Honore s mother that with her narrow bour- 
geois instincts, honestly concerned though she was for her son's 
advancement, she never really understood him. This time, too, her 
guess was completely wrong. It was not the charming young girl but 
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the mother, who was already in fact a grandmother, Laure de Berny, 
who had cast her spell over Balzac. It was normally not within the 
bounds of probability that a woman of forty-five, who had given birth 
to nine children, should still be capable of inspiring passion in the 
breast of a young man. It was the most improbable of all the possi- 
bilities. There are no portraits by which we can judge whether 
Madame de Berny was beautiful in her earlier years, but there is no 
doubt that at the age of forty-five she would have long since ceased 
to be regarded as the goal of any normal young man’s erotic desires 
Though the delicate melancholy of her features may have been attrac- 
tive, her figure had attained a matronly amplitude. Her feminine 
charm had been completely absorbed m the tender qualities of the 
mother. 

It was, however, this very motherly quality, so yearned for by 
Balzac during all the years of his childhood and denied him by his 
own mother, that he had been seeking for and now found in the form 
that answered to his wants. The mysterious instinct which accom- 
panies every genius on his path like a guardian angel made him 
aware that the power within him needed guidance and direction, a 
loving and understanding hand to release the inward tension, refining 
the coarseness of his fiber without damaging the tissue, offering 
encouragement while, without malicious criticism, pointing out his 
defects in a helpful, collaborative spirit, trying to enter into his 
thoughts and not ridiculing his exuberant dreams as arrant foolish- 
ness. The compulsive urge to unfold and to impart his thoughts to 
others, which his mother had regarded as a monstrous presumption, 
could now at last be satisfied. This woman, who was about the same 
age as his mother, gave him a feeling of confidence as she listened 
to him, her bright^ shrewd eyes lit with kindly interest when he spoke 
of the fiery projects that filled his waking dreams. It was she who with 
delicate understanding would correct the little aberrations due to awk- 
ward and ungainly traits, to tactlessness and lack of self-control, han- 
dling him gently and carefully, helping to form and educate him; and 
by he r att entive def erence alone she restored his failing self-con- 
fidence. In his Madame Firmiani he describes the happiness he de- 
*~HvecTfrom this intellectual contact: 
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Have you ever had the good fortune to meet a woman whose melodious 
voice lends her words an enchantment which equally invests her whole 
bearing ? A woman who knows when to speak and when to be silent, 
who claims one’s attention with a perfect sense of delicacy, who chooses 
her words with felicity and speaks a language that is remarkable for its 
purity? Her teasings are like caresses, her criticism does not wound, she 
does not handle things m a quarrelsome spirit, but is content to guide 
a conversation and to bring it to a close at the right moment. She be- 
haves with smiling charm, her courtesy is not forced, and she can make 
an effort without becoming overanxious. The respect one renders her is 
never more than merely a sweet shadow; she never tires you, but when 
you leave her you are satisfied both with her and with yourself And you 
find all the things with which she surrounds herself stamped with the 
same pleasing grace. Everything in her house flatters the eye, and the 
air you breathe is like the air of home. This woman is natural. All she 
does is effortless, she does not show off, she expresses her feelings simply 
because she feels sincerely. . . . She is both tender and cheerful, and 
her sympathy is displayed in a way that is particularly agreeable. You 
will love this angel so ardently that even if she were to make a mistake 
you would be ready to admit that she is right. 

(It-Vas. a new and different a t mosp h ere into which he ente red. His 
intercourse with this circle taught the young Balzac, who had a unique 
feeling for the relation of people to their era, to sense the living 
spirit of history in the present. At Laure de Berny’s baptism the Due 
de Fronsac and the Prmcesse de Chimayes had stood sponsor, repre- 
senting such exalted godparents as the King and Queen of France. 
She had received the names of Louise, after Louis XVI, and Antoi- 
nette, after Marie Antoinette. In the house of her stepfather, the 
Chevalier de Jarjailles, she had heard that paragon of loyalty tell the 
story of how he had smuggled himself into the Conciergerie at the 
risk of his life and received from the hands of the condemned Queen 
the letters she had written to Fersen. Perhaps Madame de Berny had 
shown him the grateful letter from the Queen which, together with 
the handkerchief steeped in blood from her scaffold, the family pre- 
served as its most precious treasure, the last moving letter which said: 

“We have cherished a beautiful dream, that is all. But it meant a great 
deal to me to have received this further proof of your devotion/* 
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What memories these were, stimulating his imagination with a 
thousand details, intensifying his will to shape and create! One thinks 
of Balzac’s forlorn youth, his dreary years at school and in the 
wretched garret of the me Lesdiguieres, the eternal petty laments 
he had had to listen to at home about high rents, rates of interest, 
investments and annuities, with the parental exhortations to start 
earning money and to settle down; and the n one pictures him listen - 
ing to t his tender, gent le voice telling stories of a dying monarc hy and 
the horrors of the Revolution. When his impatient curiosity grew 
importunate, he was not rebuffed but was answered with a look of 
maternal affection. In such discourse his imagination took wings, his 
heart expanded, and from this gentle tuition the impetuous poet 
gratefully gained his first insight into life. 

* * * 

That was how it had begun in the case of Madame de Warens when 
she took the young Jean- Jacques Rousseau into her house. She, too, 
had wanted merely to afford some guidance and direction to an awk- 
ward, immature, tempestuous young man. She, too, had no other 
thought or purpose but to impart her experience to someone who 
lacked it. But the relations between teacher and pupil can easily 
and imperceptibly be transmuted into an emotion that tends to the 
erotic. Without deliberate intent, affectionate tuition changes to 
affection, respect turns to devotion, and the desire for intimate asso- 
ciation becomes desire for more secret intimacies. Madame de Berny, 
like Madame de Warens, allowed herself to be deceived at first by the 
shyness of her ardent young pupil and thought it was only respect 
for her years and her superior social status .^She had no inkling of the 
demonic forces that she was liberating as she gradually encouraged 
his self-reliance, of the glowing long-suppressed fires that a mere 
look could kindle. She could not possibly suspect that her age meant 
nothing to a man of Balzac’s intense imagination, which could make 
her, a mother and a grandmother, once more desirable. His will to 
love, his unique will, achieved the miracle: 

"The first time I saw you all my senses were excited and my imagination 
caught fire. I believed that in you I had found the perfect being . . 3 



BALZAC 


64 

though I could not say what kind of a being But at last, completely 
possessed by this notion, I disregarded all else and saw in you only this 
one single perfection/* 

Admiration turned to desire, and once Balzac had summoned up the 
courage to desire, he would brook no resistance. 

Madame de Berny was startled. In her earlier years she had by 
no means been a saint Shortly after her marriage, more than twenty- 
two years before, she had had her first passionate love affair with a 
black-haired young Corsican, and this was not likely to have been 
her last. Malicious rumor in Villeparisis even whispered that the 
last two children born to her belonged only m name to her elderly, 
half-blind husband. It was therefore no puritan prudery that was 
being shocked by a young man’s passion. She realized the absurdity 
of beginning a liaison at the age of forty-five, under the eyes of her 
grown-up children, with a man who was younger than her own 
daughter. What was the point of succumbing once more to the sweet 
temptation when one knew that such a love could not endure? In a 
letter which has not come down to us she attempted to confine 
Balzac’s emotional exuberance within the limits of friendship. Instead 
of passing over in silence the difference in their ages she emphasized 
it Balzac’s reply was vehement. He was not timorous like his tragic 
hero Athanase Granson in the Vtettle fille who ''feared the curse 
of ridicule that the world would cast over the love of a young man 
of twenty-three for a woman of forty/’ He was determined to over- 
come her resistance and cried almost angrily: 

''Good heavens, if I were a woman, if I were forty-five and still desir- 
able — oh, I would behave differently from you! What a problem it is to 
be a woman who is entering upon the autumn of her years and refuses 
to pluck the fruit which exiled Adam and Eve from paradise!” 

For the very reason that she loved this ardent young man, Madame 
de Berny made things difficult for her importunate wooer. For weeks 
and months she resisted with all her force. This was Balzac’s first 
love affair, however, and he exerted all his strength of purpose. He 
needed a first, decisive victory for the sake of his own self-confidence, 
and a weak woman, disappointed and unhappy in her marriage, 
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already kindled by the flame of his desire, was unequal to the strain 
of resisting a will that was to be powerful enough to conquer the 
world. One sultry August night the inevitable happened. In the 
darkness the back-gate that gave entry to the park of the De Bernys’ 
country house was softly opened. A tremulous touch guided the 
awaited lover into the house and there began that 

"night of surprises, so full of delights’ That night, which the happy 
being who is part child, part man, can enjoy only once in his life and 
which will never return.” 


* * * 

Nothing can remain secret for long in a small town, and Honore’s 
frequent visits to Madame de Berny soon gave rise to lively specula- 
tion and spiteful talk. There were tense scenes in the De Berny house- 
hold, since it could not be other than painful for the three young 
daughters still at home to see their father being betrayed, and they 
did all they could to make the unwelcome lover’s sojourn in the house 
disagreeable. Madame Balzac was even more deeply affected when 
she at last began to gain an inkling of the truth She had completely 
neglected her son during the decisive years of his development, 
deliberately suppressing his childish affection for her, destroying his 
confidence in himself, and trying to keep him at arm's length in 
humble subjection. Now, when she realized that he had found in 
Laure de Berny a helpful friend and adviser, everything in fact that 
she herself should have been to him as his mother, and a mistress as 
well, this domineering woman was seized by wild jealousy. To 
remove Honore from the proximity of his mistress, she forced him to 
leave Villeparisis in the spring of 1822 and go to stay with his sister, 
Madame de Surville, in Bayeux. She accompanied him to the stage- 
coach to give him no opportunity for escape at the last moment. 
Whereas she had formerly looked on his writing of novels as nothing 
but a means of earning money, she now tried to assume the role of his 
literary mentor. She asked him to submit his manuscripts to her for 
criticism before sending them to the publisher But it was too late. 
Balzac had learned to distinguish between his mother s way of 
czi&azmg and that of Madame de Berny. He showed the same indif- 
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ference to her belated and artificial interest in his work as he did to 
her fits of hysteria. He had lost his fear of her, and with his fear he 
had lost his respect. Madame Balzac wrote angrily to her daughter: 

*1 had asked Honore to give me his word that he would revise his 
manuscripts carefully. I had told him to submit them to somebody with 
more experience of writing than he had himself. . . . Honore acted as if 
nothing I said to him was of the slightest importance. He did not listen 
to me. Honore is so sure of himself that he refuses to submit his manu- 
scripts to anyone/* 

, ( She felt him slipping out of her control and tried to keep him by 
force, but her power was broken. Balzac’s first success with a woman 
had given him his manhood. His self-confidence asserted itself 
defiantly, and she who had so abused his youth was compelled to 
recognize that the power of terror which she had exercised over him 
for two decades was destroyed forever) When she denounced him to 
his sister she was unconsciously denouncing her own impotence, but 
her reproaches came too late. Balzac had freed himself from depend- 
ence on his parents. He had recovered from his unhappy youth as one 
gets over an illness. He was glorying in the imperious sensation of 
his own power. The center and focus of his life was no longer the 
house of his parents but that of Madame de Berny. No entreaties, no 
reproaches, no fits of hysteria at home, no secret gossip and whispering 
in the town, could break his resolve to devote himself freely and 
passionately to the woman who loved him. His mother wrote wrath- 
fully to her daughter: 

"Honor£ will not admit how indiscreet it is to visit her house twice a 
day in this manner. He does not see what is being put so clearly in front 
of his eyes. I wish I were a hundred leagues away from Villeparisis! 
He hasn’t room in his head for anything but this affaire, and he does 
not understand that he will one day grow tired of this entanglement if 
he lets himself become so excessively absorbed in it.** 

It was his mother’s last hope that he would soon weary of this 
(t passion qui le perd ” that he would soon give up this absurd love 
for a woman of forty-five, or to be quite accurate, forty-six. Once 
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more, however, she was compelled to realize how little she under- 
stood him. Far from having any corrupting effect on him, his Jove for 
ir au ff de Berny h elped him to find himself. By awakening the man 
in this nostalgic ‘being who was part child, part man/’ it slowly and 
without undue abruptness liberated the great novelist that was latent 
in the hasty scribbler. 'Through Laure de Berny’s conseils d } experi- 
ence, Balzac became the true Balzac. Later he acknowledged: 

, l ! "She was my mother, friend, family, companion, and adviser. She made 
me a writer, she gave me the sympathy I needed when I was young, she 
guided my taste, she wept and laughed with me like a sister, she came 
to me every day like a healing sleep that allays one’s pain. . . . Without 
her I would doubtless have died.’/ 

She did for him everything a woman can do for a man: 

"'When great storms threatened to submerge me, she kept my head 
above water by her encouragement and acts of sacrifice. . . . She stimu- 
lated in me the pride which protects a man against all the baseness of 
the world. ... If I survive I owe it to her. She was everything to me.” 

And when this amitie amoureuse, which continued on a basis of 
physical intimacy for a decade, from 1822 to 1833, subsided gradually 
into a mere amitie , Balzac’s attachment and loyalty became sublimated 
and, if anything, strengthened. Everything that Balzac wrote about 
Laure de Berny during her life and after her death constitutes a single 
rapturous hymn of gratitude _f or the " grande et s u bli m e femme , ce t 
ange d’ amitie” who had a wakened in him th e man, the artist, and t he 
* creato rTSEe had given him courage, freedom, and a sense of outward 
and inner security. Even the idealized portrait of Madame de Mortsauf 
in Le lys dans la vallee he called only a "loin reflet d’elle . . . une 
pale expression des moindres qualites de cette personne,” and he con- 
fessed in shame that he would never be able to express fully what she 
had been to him, "car fai horreur de prostituer mes pro pres emotions 
au public” But the extent to which he felt this association with Laure 
de Berny as an unparalleled stroke of good fortune in his life has 
been recorded by him in his immortal saying: 

There is nothing that can match the last love of a woman who is giving 
a man the fulfillment of his first love. 
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His association with Madame de Berny was the redeeming and 
decisive factor in Balzac’s career. She not only liberated the man who 
had not yet found his true self and the artist who had almost given up 
hope, but she also determined for the rest of his life the type of woman 
with whom he was to fall in love.! Henceforth Balzac was to seek in 
every woman the maternally protective guide and helpmate that had 
given him so much happiness in this prototype") He needed women 
who did not make claims upon his time, overworked as he was, but 
had the leisure and the capacity to offer him relaxation when his work 
was done. What he required as the essential prerequisite for love was 
both social and spiritual distinction. Understanding meant more to 
him than passion. The only women who could meet his demands 
were those to whom he could look up because they were more experi- 
enced than he and also, strange to say, older. La femme abandonnee 
and La femme de trente ans were not only titles he gave to novels, 
they were also the heroines of his own life, mature women dis- 
appointed in life and love. They no longer expected anything from 
existence and felt it as a gracious favor from destiny that they should 
once more be desired and allowed to serve the great writer as com- 
panions and helpmates. The cocotte, the harlot, the so-called demonic 
woman, the literary snob, never held any charm for Balzac. Superficial 
beauty never seduced him and he was not tempted by youth. He even 
emphasized his "deep distaste for young girls” because they ask too 
much and give too little. ("The woman of forty,” he said, "will do 
everything for you — the woman of twenty nothing.” In all his love 
experiences he unconsciously longed only for a recurrence of that 
manifold love, complete in all its aspects, which he had found in the 
one woman who had been everything to him — mother and sister, 
friend and tutor, mistress and companion,!) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Business Interlude 


B ALZAC’S first request to destiny had been fulfilled. The help 
of a loving woman had been granted him, and thanks to the 
| self-reliance he had thereby acquired he had achieved his 
spiritual independence. When he had won material inde- 
pendence, too, he would be ready to enter upon hi£ true vocation, to 
undertake the work he was to do. 

Until he was twenty-five Balzac cherished the hope of gaining 
this material independence slowly and tenaciously by hackwork, but 
in the last days of the winter of 1 8 2 ^he suddenly made upjtus mind 
Jto launch out on a new venture. ?ft was a black day in his life’s calen- 
dar, that ill-fated day when he entered the shop of the publisher and 
bookseller Urbam Canel at 30 Place St. Andre des Arts, with a view 
to offering him his latest novel, W ann-Chlore . Not that he met with 
an unwelcome reception?) On the contrary, the publishing and book- 
selling firm of Canel was well aware that the wholesale and retail 
novel-writing firm of Horace de Saint Aubin delivered its goods 
punctually and was able to satisfy the public demand for murder and 
bloodshed, sentimental intrigue and exotic atmosphere. Monsieur 
Canel accepted Balzac’s manuscript without more ado. 

Unfortunately, however, he also took the opportunity of revealing 
to him the other business projects that he had in mind. He confided to 
Balzac that he had hit on a promising idea of publishing books 
suitable for Christmas, confirmations, and nouveaux riches bourgeois 
households. There was still a good demand for the French classics, 
but sales had hitherto suffered for the reason that these esteemed 
gentlemen had written too much. The collected works of Mohere or La 
Fontaine, for instance, ran in their extant editions to a large number 
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of volumes and took up too much room in the average middle-class 
house. The brilliant thought had now occurred to him of publishing 
the collected works of all the classic writers, each in a single volume. 
By the use of small print and two columns to the page the whole 
of La Fontaine or Moliere could easily be brought within two covers. 
If these volumes were furthermore adorned with pretty vignettes they 
would be bound to sell like hot cakes. The plan had been worked out 
to the last detail, and the La Fontaine volume was, as a matter of fact, 
already in hand. To enable this grandiose undertaking to be launched 
in fitting style one trifling item was still lacking — the necessary capital. 

(Balzac, with his visionary enthusiasm, was immediately enraptured 
with the scheme and proposed to Canel that he should himself become 
a partner in the project!) There was no intrinsic reason for him to 
rush into such dubious business adventures. His own business of 
turning out novels was flourishing tolerably well, thanks to his inde- 
fatigable labor and lack of literary scruple. With an equipment con- 
sisting merely of a bundle of goose-quills and a few reams of paper 
per month, he was earning a pretty regular income of a few thousand 
francs a year. His newly acquired self-reliance, however, had brought 
with it a taste for a higher standard of living. The lover of a great 
lady did not want to continue living in a garret, and the small room 
he was now occupying on the fifth floor in the rue de Toumon was 
too cramped and unworthy of him. It was also humiliating, fatiguing, 
inglorious, and, in the long run, futile to keep on worlang at his 
treadmill, writing books that were paid for line by line, page by page, 
and volume by volume. Why not take the bold leap that would bring 
him a fortune? Why not risk a couple of thousand francs on a safe 
speculation of this kind? Fie could continue to turn out the stupid 
novels, newspaper articles, and the rest of the anonymous stuff which 
flowed with so little effort from his facile pen. The genius of Beau- 
marchais had not been prejudiced by the fact that he had published 
the works of Monsieur de Voltaire as a sideline, and had not even the 
great humanists of the Middle Ages been proofreaders and technical 
advisers to publishing firms? The earning of money, by whatever 
method, never appeared to Balzac as a disgrace, but only as evidence 
of a versatile mind. It was foolish only if one earned too little money 
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by too much work, and the clever thing to do was to acquire a great 
deal of money by one swift coup. At last the time had come to acquire 
the capital that would enable him, with resolute concentration on his 
central purpose, to create a work of art which he could sign with his 
own name and answer for to the world and to posterity, 

, ' Balzac did not take long to make up his mind. Whenever he heard 
of a stroke of business to be done, bis imagination overruled his rea- 
son in calculating the pros and cons, and speculation gave him a 
pleasurable thrill such as he felt when writing and creating. He never 
rejected a business opportunity on the score of literary pride( He was 
ready to deal in anything, from books and pictures to railway shares, 
from real estate to timber and metal. His sole ambition was to find an 
outlet for the forces within him and to thrust his way forward; the 
goal and the means were of no concern. He was bent solely on achiev- 
ing power. At the age of thirty he was still trying to decide whether to 
go in for politics or to become a journalist, just as Goethe for a long 
time hesitated whether to become a painter or a poet, and Wagner was 
unce rtain whether he wanted to be a dramatist or a musician. If the 
opportunity had offered, Balzac might equally well have become a 
businessman or a slave-dealer, a speculator in real estate or a banker. 
It was mere chance that directed his genius into the channel of 
literature, and if in 1830, or 1840, or even 1850, he had been offered 
the choice between becoming a Rothschild or the creator of the 
Comedie humame, it is very doubtful whether he would not have 
elected to be a leading light in the world of finance rather than in the 
world of letters. 

(Every project that came his way, whether in the business or the 
literary sphere, excited his imagination because of its apparently 
unlimited possibilities. He could not see without becoming subject to 
hallucinations, he could not tell a story without exaggerating, he 
could not work out an arithmetical calculation without becoming 
intoxicated by the figures) Just as he was able to survey in his mind s 
eye all the intricacies of a plot as soon as an idea for a novel occurred 
to him, he could not help seeing a vast and inevitable profit in every 
speculation by which he was attracted. Monsieur Canel had only to 
speak of his scheme for one-volume editions of the classics for 
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Balzac to imagine himself holding magnificently bound books in his 
hand, printed on snow-white paper and adorned with vignettes, the 
first volume, the second volume, the whole series — though only the 
first two folios of the first volume had yet been set up in print He saw 
the public thronging to the bookshops in Paris and the provinces, read- 
ing and fondling the new volumes in chateaux and in cottages. He saw 
the counter of Monsieur Canel piled high with orders and porters 
groaning under the heavy packages which were being sent out every 
day and every hour to all points of the compass. He saw the till over- 
flowing with thousand-franc notes and himself living in a splendid 
house with his tilbury at the door. He saw the furniture with which 
he was going to surround himself, the sofa covered with red damask 
which he had seen the previous day at an antique dealer s on the 
Left Bank, the damask curtains at the windows, the decorative 
statuettes on the mantel, and the pictures on the wall. It went with- 
out saying, he declared to Monsieur Canel, who stood in silent aston- 
ishment at such enthusiasm, that he would contribute the trifling two 
or three thousand francs to which his share would amount. Further- 
more, he would write prefaces to the La Fontaine and the Mohere , 
which would for the first time explain to France who these men were. 
It would, in fact, be the finest series ever published, the greatest 
success of all time. 

As Balzac left the shop he felt that he was already a millionaire. 
Monsieur Urbain Canel had acquired a partner for a small business 
speculation, and Balzac in his dreams had acquired a fortune. 

* ★ ★ 

The strange story of this undertaking would have been a fitting 
subject for Balzac’s own pen. It had not been his intention, appar- 
ently, to become deeply involved. His share in the whole affair did not 
amount originally to more than fifteen hundred or two thousand 
francs, that is to say, no more than he earned by one of the potboilers 
he was able to turn out so rapidly. But everything Balzac touched 
inevitably assumed vast proportions. When he wrote the first Scenes 
de la vie privee he was unaware that he was beginning the great epic 
work of his age, the Comedie bumaine . When he accepted a modest 
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share in Monsieur Canei’s publishing scheme he had just as little 
inkling of the financial responsibility he was about to shoulder. 

The first contract, signed in the middle of April 1825, was quite 
harmless. Balzac merely became a partner in a small consortium 
which was to provide the seven or eight thousand francs required to 
defray the cost of publishing a volume of La Fontaine. It is not known 
how these four men were brought together. Apart from Balzac they 
were a physician, a pensioned officer, and the bookseller, whose 
financial contribution probably consisted of the sum he had already 
laid out. All four were men of modest means prepared to contribute 
about fifteen hundred francs apiece in what promised to be a lucra- 
tive transaction. Unfortunately their co-operation for the purpose of 
exploiting La Fontaine’s fables was not long-hved.(From an extremely 
choleric letter written by the physician it is to be inferred that their 
very first discussions were conducted in a violent tone which very 
nearly led to blows, and by the first of May, Balzac’s three part- 
ners, all cautious businessmen, had withdrawn their support and left 
the idealist among them to carry the whole weight on his own shoul- 
ders!) 

Balzac had been driven a step further than he had intended to go. 
He was now the sole owner of a La Fontaine, which had not yet been 
set up in type, and had to defray the whole cost of production him- 
self, am ounting to nearly nine thousand francs. This was for him a 
relatively huge sum, and the question is, where did the money come 
from? Did he knock off another two or three novels in his leisure 
hours, or did he manage to persuade his parents to place the capital 
at his disposal ? A glance at the account books solves the mystery. The 
invoices are accompanied by three promissory notes in the name of 
Madame de Berny, who had apparently succumbed to the spell of- his 
enthusiasm. For a second time she tried to smooth his path. 

( Balzac’s temperament, however, got the upper hand. It would have 
been logical to await the success of the La Fontaine volume before 
ta rkitn g the next author on his list, but his ingrained optimism van- 
quished his reason. He could no longer think or work or live on a 
small scale", The young student who had counted every sou had become 
the impatient besieger of destiny. So Moliere had to follow swift on 
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the heels of La Fontaine. Two books could be sold with more facility 
than one, so away with all pettifogging business scruples! 

Balzac again made use of his ardent powers of persuasion, and this 
time it was Monsieur d’Assonvillez, a friend of his family, who 
declared his readiness to advance five thousand francs for the print- 
ing of the Before a single copy had been disposed of, Balzac 

had invested fourteen thousand francs of other people’s money at his 
own risk. With feverish haste he went ahead with the preparation of 
the two volumes, with too feverish haste, in fact, for the wholesalers 
craftily took advantage of his inexperience and enthusiasm to supply 
him with paper that was soiled from being kept too long in stock. 
Deveria’s vignettes, on which Balzac had placed such high hopes, 
turned out badly. In order to compress the whole of La Fontaine in 
one volume the type had to be so small that it was fatiguing even to 
good eyesight, and the prefaces which Balzac hurriedly dashed off 
added nothing whatever to the attractiveness of volumes that were 
already aesthetically unattractive. 

From the business point of view the result was a foregone conclu- 
sion. In his anxiety to net the maximum profit Balzac fixed the price 
per volume at twenty francs. This frightened the booksellers; the first 
thousand copies, instead of being the harbingers of innumerable fur- 
ther impressions as Balzac had fondly dreamed, remained in the 
printer’s stockroom unwanted either by the booksellers or the public. 
Of a work designed for mass consumption the total number of copies 
sold at the end of a year amounted in all to twenty. Printers, binders, 
papermakers, and others had to be paid in cash. To give himself 
breathing space Balzac reduced the price to thirteen francs a volume, 
but this did not help. He went down to twelve francs, but there were 
still no orders. At last he disposed of the entire stock at remainder 
prices and was swindled again. After a year’s desperate struggle the 
catastrophe was complete. Instead of acquiring the fortune of which 
he had dreamed, Balzac was in debt to the tune of fifteen thousand 
francs. 

* * * 

Any other man would have capitulated after a failure of this 
magnitude, but Balzac was not yet strong enough to accept a defeat 
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as final. Later on, when one of his plays met with public disapproval, 
he would compensate for his lack of success by writing a novel that 
stirred the world. When his creditors were in full cry after him and 
the huissters were lying in waif for him at his door, he would amuse 
himself by making fools of them and would boast of his debts as if 
they were triumphs. But at the age of twenty-six he had neither 
previous success to uphold him nor a reputation which in itself was a 
guarantee to his creditors. He had not yet become the Napoleon of 
literature who could afford to accept an occasional setback. 

I Perhaps out of shame at having to admit failure to his parents, who 
had always doubted his abilities, or perhaps because he did not want 
to confess to Laure de Berny that he had los t his whole stake at th e 
fi rst throw, he a gai n doubled the stak e. The only way he saw to 
retrieve his losses was to risk more capita!) There must have been 
some error in his first calculation, and Balzac thought he knew what 
it was. It was bad business to be merely, a publisher, because one was 
cheated by expensive printers who skimmed off the cream. Neither 
the writing of books nor the publishing of books was a lucrative 
business , but the print ing of b ooks was. O nly by launching out on a 
bold, comprehensive venture, in which he himself did the writing, 
selecting, printing, and publishing, could his abilities find their 
full scope. He resolved to make good his failure with La Fontaine and 
Moliere by undertaking all the various processes essential to the 
production of books. Following well-established precedent, he tried 
to make his bankrupt business solvent by extending it. Balzac started 
on the second lap of his business career with the decision to set up a 
printing-works. 

In an enterprise of this nature certain provisos had to be fulfilled 
which in Balzac’s case were lacking. In the first place he knew noth- 
ing about the technique of printing. Secondly, he did not possess the 
royal license which in those days was necessary before one could 
become a printer. Thirdly, he did not possess either the premises or 
the machinery. Fourthly, he had no capital with which to acquire 
the license, the premises, and the equipment, to say nothing of both 
skilled and unskilled assistants. When a man has made up his mind 
to start a business on unsound foundations, however, he only too 
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frequently finds that malicious Fortune gives him a helping hand at 
the outset. Balzac succeeded in enlisting the services of an expert 
compositor, Andre Barbier, to whom his attention had been drawn 
while the La Fontaine was on the press, and he persuaded him to 
take over the technical direction of the lmprtmette Hanoi e Balzac . 
The license to print was obtained through the good offices of Monsieur 
de Berny, who wrote a letter of recommendation to a Minister and 
to the President of Police. We can surmise what tender hand guided 
the pen of the supplanted husband: 

"This young man has been known to me for a long time The correctness 
of his convictions and his knowledge of literature are in my view a 
guarantee that he is fully aware of the obligations which will be im- 
posed on him by such a profession." 

This recommendation sufficed, and Honore Balzac (not yet calling 
himself Honore de Balzac) was granted jin official license to carry on 
the trade of printing. 

Once in possession of his letters patent there was no difficulty in 
finding a printing press for sale, and he came upon what he wanted 
in the me des Marais, a dark narrow alley on the Left Bank, later 
called the me de Visconti. On the ground floor of a house next to 
the one in which Jean Racine died in 1699 and Adrienne Lecouvreur 
In 1730, ther e was a dir ty little pri nting establishment whose owner, 
a certain Monsieur Laurence aine, had long wished to dispose of a 
business that provided a very meager profit. He was happy to meet 
a prospective purchaser who offered him a good price, or at least 
who promised to pay him a good price and provided adequate guar- 
antees. 

Three of the four provisos had been fulfilled without much trouble. 
The fourth was considerably more difficult, for purchase was easier 
than payment. Balzac needed from fifty to sixty thousand francs — 
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thirty thousand to acquire the concession and the business, twelve 
thousand for Barbier, his technical manager, who did not appear 
completely convinced of his employer's qualifications for a com- 
mercial career and demanded this sum as security, and the rest for 
sundries such as essential replacements, which were likely to be heavy 
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since much of the plant was antiquated and the business had been 
neglected by its former proprietor. , With nothing to his name but 
fifteen thousand francs’ worth of debts, the prospect of raising another 
fifty to sixty thousand did not look promising; Luckily for him, or 
rather unluckily, he succeeded in finding solid guarantors where they 
were leas!: to be expected. His parents, neither of whom had ever 
been disinclined to yield to the chance of a tempting speculation and 
whose liquid assets amounted at the time to some two hundred 
thousand francs, had some capital available for investment and, sur- 
prisingly enough, they raised no objection to their son’s new venture. 
Printing was a good sound trade, not a frivolous affair like writing 
books, and Honor es eternal optimism was presumably persuasive 
enough to convince his father and mother of the sunny prospects that 
lay ahead. A family council agreed to capitalize his allowance of 
fifteen hundred francs, and on the strength of his parents’ guarantee 
a friend of theirs, Madame Delannoy, advanced thirty thousand as 
working capital. The remainder was again provided by the self- 
sacrificing Madame de Berny. On the 4th of June, 1826, Balzac 
duly informed the Ministry that he had set up in business as a printer: 

"I, the undersigned owner of a printing-works in Paris, hereby announce 
that I am transferring my residence and place of business to No. 17 rue 
des Marais, Faubourg St. Germain/* 

The third act of the tragicomedy had begun. 

★ ★ ★ 

This strange printing establishment has often been described, and 
many vivid pages of the Illusions perdues and La matson du chat-qui- 
pelote cast a sharp light on the activity that went on behind the dark- 
ened windows. The rue des Marais wound its narrow, crooked way 
between St. Germain-des-Pres and the Quai Malaquais No ray of 
sunshine penetrated to its cobblestones. The tall entrance gates that 
led to the courtyards of its houses indicated that in the seventeenth 
century they had looked down upon visitors rolling through in their 
carriages to call on aristocratic occupants. But tastes and values had 
changed in the course of two hundred years. The nobility, whether of 
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blood or of wealth, had long since moved to less gloomy, more con- 
genial quarters, and small craftsmen had set up their shops in the 
shabby alley whose dismal aspect was enhanced by soot, dirt, and age. 

The house in which Balzac and Barbier set up their printing press 
did not even possess the advantages that had survived from the street’s 
former connection with the aristocracy. It had been built on the site 
of an earlier spacious house and impudently pushed its way forward 
beyond its more polite neighbors, its fore-part stretching right up to 
the roadway. It had been cheaply constructed for utilitarian purposes, 
and the ground floor consisted of a single large room used as a 
workshop, from which a spiral Iron staircase led up to the first story 
where the new proprietor proceeded to install himself. This private 
lodging contained an antechamber, a dark kitchen, a small dining- 
room with a mantelpiece in the Empire style, and a combined study 
and sitting-room with a little alcove. 

It was Balzac’s first real home, and he furnished it with loving 
care. Instead of papering the walls he hung them with light blue 
percale, arranged his handsomely bound books, and provided him- 
self with a variety of small, cheap articles — all with a view to de- 
lighting the eye of his faithful helpmeet, who visited him day after 
day during these most difficult years: "She came every day, like a 
healing sleep that allays one’s pain.” 

This little sanctuary, which Balzac built into the rocking bark of 
his business venture, was no mere pandering to a frivolous taste for 
luxury, for he took his new occupation very seriously. (From early 
morning till late at night he stood in shirtsleeves and with open 
collar among his twenty-four workmen in the hot room that reeked 
of oil and damp paper, sweating and struggling like a Trojan to feed 
the seven hungry printing presses. No detail was too unimportant, 
no work too undignified, for him to attend to personally. He cor- 
rected the galleys, helped with the typesetting, estimated costs, and 
wrote out the invoices with his own hand.)He was always squeezing 
his somewhat corpulent body through the crowded room, past 
ma chin es and piled up bales, either to urge one of the workmen to 
greater efforts or on his way to the tiny office with its glass partition 
where he would haggle with booksellers and paper suppliers for every 
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son. None of those who came to give an order or present a bill to 
this bustling master printer, who received them among the rattling, 
creaking presses with his hands still black from oil and ink, could 
ever have had the faintest presentiment that the stout, industrious 
little man in front of them with the filthy, matted hair and persuasive 
tongue was or was about to become the greatest writer of his age. 
v (During those years Balzac really bade farewell to his lofty ambi- 
tions. He threw himself body and soul into his new profession of 
printing. His one aim in life was to keep his presses going and to 
build up a flourishing business) Gone were his visions of bringing the 
French classics to the hearths and hearts of the people. He printed 
whatever came his way, without trying to pick and choose. The first 
piece of work turned out by his firm was of no very high literary merit, 
but merely a prospectus entitled Pillules anti glair euses de longue vie , 
on grains de vie . The second was a speech in defense of a murderess, 
printed by an ambitious lawyer at his own expense. The third was a 
puff for a quack medicine, Mixture bresihenne de Lepere, pharmacien . 
Then came a motley array of whatever his clients happened to pro- 
vide — brochures, prospectuses, editions of the classics, poems, ad- 
vertisements, catalogues, and amusing trifles. He printed only one of 
the works that came from his own pen, a Petit dictionnaire des 
enseignes de Paris par un batteur des paves , which he had presuma- 
bly dashed off for some publisher at a time when he urgently needed 
some ready cash. 

Things went badly from the start, and it must have been with mixed 
feelings that Balzac read through the proofs of a booklet sent to him 
for printing. It was called Uart de payer ses defies et de satisfaire ses 
creanciers . * . on manuel du droit commercial a Vusage des gens 
mines. The art of satisfying his creditors was one which he never 
succeeded in mastering. The very first financial transaction in which 
he engaged showed how the same qualities can produce opposite 
effects in different fields of activity. (The optimism and power of 
imagination which enabled him in the sphere of art to create a new 
world led inevitably to his ruin when he launched into business. He 
stumbled over the first step.^To increase his working capital he had 
sold his stocks of La Fontaine and Moliere at a considerably reduced 
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price to the bookseller Baudouin, receiving twenty-two thousand 
francs for the two thousand five hundred copies. This worked out at 
less than nine francs a copy instead of the twenty he had originally 
fixed. He needed the money urgently, however, and signed the con- 
tract, without attaching any importance to the fact that Baudouin, 
Instead of paying him twenty-two thousand francs in cash, preferred 
to give him twenty-seven thousand in drafts on two booksellers, one 
of whom lived in the provinces. Balzac saw only the extra five thou- 
sand francs and snapped at the bait without noticing the hook. The 
hook was not long in making its presence felt. At the very moment 
when he presented the drafts to the two booksellers for payment they 
both went bankrupt. Deeply in debt as he was, he could not afford 
to wait until the bankruptcy proceedings took their course and 
decided to recoup himself as best he could by taking over the stocks of 
the provincial bookseller. Instead of ready money he received vast 
quantities of worthless volumes, old editions of Gessner, Flonan, 
Fenelon, and Gilbert, which had been collecting dust in a provincial 
warehouse for years. 

*/|It was fit subject for a comedy. With the capital provided by 
Madame de Berny he had published his two editions of the classics; 
since these found no sale he rid himself of them for less than half 
the original price to obtain a further supply of capital; now, instead 
of the expected ready money, he found himself with another stock of 
books on his hands that were equally unsaleable. He had exchanged 
one Jot of waste paper for a different lot that was worth far less) It 
was like the story of Lucky Hans in the old German fairy tale, who 
spent his accumulated wages on a cow, then bartered the cow for a 
goat, the goat for a goose, and finally the goose for a millstone, 
which rolled into the water and left him with nothing. 

Tied up in great bales, the works of these once popular authors 
were stored in the printing-room to gather dust. Unfortunately, the 
workmen wanted to be paid in hard coin, and Balzac could not settle 
his weekly wage-bill with volumes of Fenelon, Florian, and the rest. 
Soon the merchants who supplied the firm with paper got wind of the 
way things were going and ruthlessly refused Balzac’s promissory 
notes, which had not yet acquired their future value as autographs. 
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t They insisted on immediate settlement of their accounts, and the little 
glass-screened office did not provide a safe refuge from their clamor- 
ous dunning. Balzac appeared less and less frequently in the printing- 
room, and particularly as the week-ends approached his absences grew 
more and more prolonged. He wandered from door to door seeking 
extension of the time allowed him for payment and exploring the 
possibilities of a loan from bankers, friends, or relatives. During 
those months, when he was struggling desperately to keep his head 
above water, he experienced personally all the scenes of humiliation 
which he later described so unforgettably in Cesar Btrotteau } 

He fought with the strength of a Samson but had to give up in the 
end. By the summer of 1827 he had lost everything; there was not 
even a sou m the till to pay his workmen. He had had no more suc- 
cess as a printer than as a publisher, or as the author of a tragedy in 
verse. Only two logical possibilities remained, either public bank- 
ruptcy or private liquidation. 

Balzac chose a third possibility. Like his immortal counterpart, 
Napoleon, he was not content to accept defeat and remain exiled on 
Elba, but tried his luck at Waterloo. Undeterred by his past experi- 
ences, he once more tried to salvage a bankrupt undertaking by 
enlarging it. When his publishing business was about to disappear 
beneath the waves, he attached a printing-press to it as a lifebuoy, and 
when that too began to sink he attempted to keep it afloat by adding 
a type foundry. The tragic part of this enterprise, as of all Balzac's 
enterprises, was that the basic idea was perfectly sound. Balzac was 
partly a visionary and partly a hardened realist, with the clear insight 
of a lawyer or a man of business. JHis project of a^ one- volume editio n 
of the French classics was in itself by no means foolish. It was carried 
out later in a more efficient way and proved a success. Nor was his 
‘ printing venture intrinsically wrong. The demand for reading matter 
was rapidly on the increase. 

His third sc heme, that o f the type foundr y, was particularly 
promising. He had heard of a new printing process, the so-called 
fonterreotypie , invented by a certain Pierre Derechail, which was said 
to achieve better results than were obtainable by the normal method 
of stereotyping — "without the employment of a crucible for casting 
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the matrices and without the necessity to reverse and correct the cast 
pages.” Balzac was immediately fascinated. With farseeing vision he 
realized that in the age of industrialization which was then beginning 
every process leading to the simplification and cheapening of pro- 
duction would bring decisive results, and that the greatest profits of 
the century would ensue from such inventions. As is proved by his 
novels, he never lost interest in the problem of invention. It is not 
merely fortuitous that David Sechard in the Illusions perdues, a story 
which mirrors Balzac’s own experience as a printer, is concerned with 
a process in the manufacture of paper which brings in millions. 
Balthazar Claes in La recherche de Vahsolu, Cesar Birotteau, the in- 
ventor of the pate sultane , the painter Frenhofer, the musician Gam- 
bara — all seek to enhance by a novel combination of forces the results 
that have hitherto been achieved. No great writer of his age since 
Goethe took such a lively interest in the progress of science as did 
Balzac, and he had the foresight to anticipate the inevitable evolution 
by which hand-setting and casting by hand must in the near future 
yield to mechanical improvements as a consequence of the enormous 
growth in numbers of the reading population. The new printing 
process appeared, at any rate, to offer a promising start. With the 
impatience of the eternal optimist and a desperation bom of his 
pending bankruptcy, Balzac seized the new opportunity held out to 
him. 

On the 18th of September, 1827, when the printing firm was 
already on its last legs, a new company was formed which included 
Barbier and a certain Lorant, the liquidator of the bankrupt type 
foundry of Monsieur Gillet Fils, 4 rue Garondere. In December the 
first circulars were sent out. Apparently Lorant was supplying the 
equipment, Barbier taking over the management, and Balzac handling 
the advertising for the new process. There was to be no more toiling 
and moiling at the petty jobs that came the way of the small printer. 
The new undertaking was to be carried on in the grand style. Balzac 
prepared a magnificent album in which specimens of all the new 
types that his firm would be able to supply were neatly set out, 
together with the vignettes and ornamental cuts that would be 
available to printers or publishers thanks to the new process. Hardly 
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were the preparations for the new catalogue completed when Barbier 
suddenly announced his intention to withdraw from the partnership. 
The ship threatened to sink before it had left port. Once more 
Madame de Berny came to the rescue in a dangerous crisis. She per- 
suaded her husband to give her power of attorney over his property 
and took over Barbier’s share. The nine thousand francs which she 
threw away after the money she had already lost rendered the bark 
temporarily seaworthy again. 

It was, however, too late. The splendid album with its variety of 
types to tempt prospective buyers and clients was not ready in time, 
and the firm’s creditors, alarmed at the retirement of Barbier, who 
seemed to them to be the only reliable partner, began to besiege the 
house. Paper merchants and booksellers demanded payment of their 
accounts, moneylenders called in their loans, and the workmen 
wanted their wages. Nobody paid any heed to Balzac’s assurances that 
the money would begin to roll in when the new enterprise was solidly 
on its feet. Nobody would accept any more promissory notes either 
from the firm of Balzac and Barbier, or the firm of Balzac and 
Lorant, or from Honore Balzac himself./t)n the 6th of April, 1828, 
the third consortium, which was to have lasted for twelve years, 


declared itself insolvent. Balzac was bankrupt, triply_bankrupt — as a 
publisher, as a printer, an d jas the ow ner of a type foun dry.*? 

The bad news could no longer be concealed from Balzac’s parents, 
who would have to be informed at once unless their first intelligence 
of their son’s failure and the stigma of bankruptcy on the name of 
Balzac was to come to them from the newspapers. The tidings of 
collapse burst on their ears like a thunderclap. His mother tried at 
first to keep the loss of their invested capital a secret from her hus- 
band, who was now eighty-two years of age, and in this she was for 
a tim e successful. But then came the inexorable question whether the 
family was simply to drop the prodigal son or whether a further 
sacrifice should be made to rescue his reputation as a businessman. 

Madame Balzac, who had refused her son any pocket-money what- 
soever at school and had scolded him for his extravagance when he 
hung a small engraving on the wall of his room, could hardly be 
expected to touch the family savings, though these were still fairly 
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considerable. She was, however, also concerned for her good name 
and filled with apprehension of public gossip. That the name of 
Balzac should appear under the heading Bankruptcies in all the news- 
papers would shame her before her relatives and neighbors. Doubt- 
less in desperation, she declared her readiness to make a further 
financial sacrifice to avert the public disgrace of insolvency. 

A cousin, Monsieur de Sedillaud, undertook at her request the 
difficult task of liquidation. Balzac had so confused the accounts of 
the companies with their individual liabilities that it took Monsieur 
de Sedillaud about a year to disentangle the balance-sheets and, par- 
tially at least, to satisfy the creditors. His first sensible step was to 
eliminate Balzac completely from the process of windmg-up. Vision- 
aries and hatchers of grandiose schemes were of no use in a task which 
required meticulous accuracy. His melancholy labors did not come to 
an end until the middle of 1828. (The printing firm, on which debts 
to the tune of over a hundred thousand francs were outstanding, was 
acquired by Barbier for sixty-seven thousand, which represented for 
the Balzac family a sheer loss of from forty to forty-five t housa nd 
francs. Madame de B erny, who had invested altogether forty-five 
^thousand jfrancs on her lover’s behalf, received the type foundry as 
security, a very inadequate first installment, and handed it over to her 
son Alexandre?, For the time being all those who had put their trust 
in Balzac’s business genius lost heavily, but by the irony of fate both 
undertakings began to pay their way as soon as Balzac vanished from 
the scene and they could be carried on with the sober and patient 
judgment which a commercial enterprise demands. Balzac returned to 
the only sphere of activity where his imagination could bring fruitful 
results, the sphere of art. 


* ★ * 

When Monsieur de Sedillaud had finished patching up the affairs 
of the two firms, it was left to Balzac to draw up his own personal 
balance-sheet. From the material point of view it was devastating. 
He was twenty-nine years of age and less independent than ever. 
(At the age of nineteen he had possessed nothing and owed nothing. 
At the age of twenty-nine he was nearly a hundred thousand francs in 
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debt to his parents and Madame de Berny. For ten years he had 
worked in vain, without pause, without relaxation, without diversion? 
He had accepted every form of humiliation, written thousands of 
pages under pseudonyms, and had been chained to an office desk from 
morning till night except when he was hunting around for clients or 
wrestling with creditors.; The debts he had accumulated during his 
three years in business were the rock of Sisyphus which for* the rest 
of his life he was again and again to trundle up the hill with straining 
muscles, only to see it go crashing down again before he had reached 
the summit)This first false step condemned him to lifelong indebted- 
ness, and his youthful dream of one day being able to devote himself 
freely and independently to creative work was destined never to be 
fulfilled. 

The material side of the balance-sheet, however, was outweighed 
by an incomparable asset. j^That he had_lost as a man o f business he 
had gained as a man of letters. The entry on the credit side was in a 
more"vafuable and universally recognized currency. These three years* 
of toil, of incessant wrestling with the forces of reality, taught the 
Romantic, who had hitherto been content with delineating pale 
shadows copied from fashionable models j o s ee the act ual world with 
all its daily dramas, an y one of which, as he said lat er, was a s movin g 
as a Shakespeare tragedy and as i ntense as o n e of Napoleon’s battl es. 
He had learned the tremendous, the demonic significance of money 
in a materialistic age, and he knew that the stmggles waged around 
a bill of exchange or a promissory note, the tricks and stratagems 
employed in small shops no less than in the great counting-houses of 
Paris, involved as great a play of psychological forces as did the 
adventures of Byron’s corsairs or Sir Walter Scott’s blue-blooded 
knights. By laboring with workmen, battling with usurers, and bar- 
gaining desperately with wholesale merchants, he had acquired an 
immeasurably greater knowledge of social conditions and contrasts 
than did his famous contemporaries Victor Hugo, Lamartine, or Alfred 
de Musset, who sought only the romantic aspects of life, its exalting 
and grandiose elements/Balzac had also learned to see and portray 
the cruelties inherent in poverty, the ugliness in humble lives, the 
secret power that lay dormant in men?. 
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(The imagination of the young idealist was enriched by the clear- 
sightedness of the realist, the skepticism of a man robbed of his 
illusions!) No magnificence would henceforth impress him, no ro- 
mantic drapery deceive him, for he had looked deeply into the work- 
ing of the social machine, perceiving the snares with which debtors 
were bound hand and foot and the meshes which offered a means of 
escape.(fee knew how money was made and how it was lost, how law- 
suits were conducted and how men got on in the world, how to 
squander and how to save, how others were cheated and how one 
cheated oneself} As he later so rightly said, it was only because he 
had tried so many ways of making a living in his youth and learned 
to see their causal connections that he was able faithfully to portray 
his own epoch.(His greatest masterpieces, the Illusions perdues , La 
peau de chagrin, Louis Lambert , and Cesar Birotteau f the great epics 
of the middle classes, of the stock exchange and the business world, 
would have been unthinkable without the disappointments he experi- 
; enced during these years!) Only now, when his imagination was fused 
( and interpenetrated with reality, was it possible for the wondrous 
substance of the Balzac novel to emerge as the most perfect compound 
I of realism and fantasy. Only after he had failed to achieve success in 
:the world of actuality was the artist in him sufficiently mature to 
^fashion a world of his own to set beside it 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Balzac and Napoleon 

What he hegan with the sword, I shall con- 
summate uitth the pen. 

I N VIEW of the complete collapse of his rash speculations, it 
would have been logical to expect that Balzac’s self-confidence 
must have been buried under the rums of his extravagant hopes. 
(But as his plans came toppling down like a house of cards, he 
felt only one thing — th at h e was free to begin anew . The vitality he 
had inherited from his father, and perhaps from a whole line of 
sturdy peasants, was not affected in the slightest degree by the 
catastrophe, and he had no intention of mourning in sackcloth and 
ashes for the money he had lost. In any case, it was not his own money 
that had vanished, and throughout his life the very size of his debts 
made them appear as unreal as were the fortunes that he acquired in 
his imagination. Defeat was never able to shake his elemental opti- 
mism. That which broke the back of weaker men merely scratched his 
skin : "In every period of my life my courage triumphed over my 
misfortunes.”*) 

For the time being, however, it seemed desirable, if only on grounds 
of decency, to hide his light under a bushel. Moreover, there were 
sound reasons for not having his own front door at which unwelcome 
creditors could knock. Like a redskin in one of the novels of Feni- 
more Cooper that he liked so much, he practiced for a time the craft 
of covering up his tracks, and since he wanted to stay in Paris both 
to earn his living and to be near Madame de Berny, it was necessary 
for him to change his lodgings occasionally and refrain from regis- 
tering his address with the police, 
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His first hiding place was in the house of Henri de Latouche, with 
whom he had struck up a friendship m recent months. Latouche knew 
his way about in the newspaper world of Pans and he took the 
younger man under his wing. More receptive than creative, with a 
feminine talent for sympathetic understanding and criticism, he was 
agreeable and kind during the years of his success but withdrew 
into embittered reserve when disappointment came his way. Com- 
paratively ungifted himself, his flair for talent m others gave him a 
share in their immortality. It was he who rescued for posterity the 
poems of Andre Chenier, whose brother had kept them jealously 
locked away in a desk for a quarter of a century, and he inspired 
some of the most beautiful French lyrics ever written, wonderful 
stanzas by Marcelme Desbordes-Valmore, whose unfaithful lover he 
had been. It spoke for his keen insight that he offered his friendship 
and hospitality to a bankrupt printer on the verge of thirty who had 
not yet published a single line that showed promise of his future 
genius, and more than anyone else encouraged and exhorted him to 
try his luck once more at writing. 

Balzac did not stay very long with his amiable but very loquacious 
friend. In order to work as he was accustomed to working, that is to 
say, day and night without pause or interruption, he needed complete 
seclusion, a cell of his own however small. So that he might enjoy 
the tranquillity he needed for his new start, the De Survilles gave him 
permission to use their name, for if he were to rent a lodging under 
his own name his bell would be ringing all day long and there would 
be no respite from creditors, messengers, and bailiffs. <In March 1828 
an unknown tenant, a certain Mons ieur de Surville, moved into a 
little house in the rue Cassini, and for nine years this was Balzac’s 
headquarters, the rooms of which he populated with innumerable 
characters summoned up by his creative imagination) 

The rue Cassini offered many advantages from the point of view of 
situation. It was a suburban street, inhabited by obscure citizens, and 
no one would expect to find an author, particularly an author of repu- 
tation, living near to the Observatoire on the extreme edge of the 
town: 
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It is no longer Paris, and yet It is still Paris. The district has something 
of the square, the street, the boulevard, the fortifications, the gardens, 
the avenue, and the high road, it is in the provinces and yet it is also 
in the capital; there is something of all this, yet nothing of all this, 
it is a desert. 

' Like a robber knight swooping down from his castle, Balzac could 
descend at dusk upon the “Paris at my feet which I intend to con- 
quer.* ' On the other hand, he could pull up the drawbridge and thus 
prevent surprise by unwelcome visitors.) Only two friends knew the 
whereabouts of his secret lair. They were the painter Auguste Borget, 
who occupied the lower story, and Madame de Berny, who probably 
helped him choose it. It was not only just round the comer from her 
own residence, but possessed an unusual amenity. A narrow back- 
staircase led up from the yard straight to a hidden door which opened 
into Balzac's bedroom, so that however frequent her visits they could 
do no harm to her reputation. 

This lodging was expensive only in comparison with the rue 
Lesdiguieres. The three rooms he occupied — sitting-room, study, and 
bedroom, together with an engaging little bathroom — cost him no 
more than four hundred francs a year.JBalzac, however, was adept in 
the art of turning something cheap into something expensive. Scarcely 
had he moved into his new quarters when he succumbed to a passion 
for furnishing it sumptuously. Like Richard Wagner, who also re- 
mained in debt all his life, he wanted to enjoy a foretaste of luxury 
in his surroundings while he was still toiling to make his fortune) 
Whenever Wagner changed his place of abode, his first step was to 
send for the upholsterer to put up velvet curtains, cover the furniture 
with damask, and lay down thick carpets, so that he might have the 
right atmosphere for musical composition.^In the isolation of his 
study Balzac needed an ornate, an overornate milieu which was, in 
fact, too crowded for good taste. He took a delight in furnishing his 
rooms to provide the stylized setting that appealed to his tempera- 
ment, just as in his novels he built up the environment of his char- 
acters with a wealth of detail that required the combined knowledge 
of an architect, an upholsterer, a tailor, and a connoisseur so that he 
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might see them in the round. It was not yet possible for him to acquire 
the more costly requisites, such as Italian bronzes, gold snuff-boxes, a 
carriage adorned with a coat of arms, and all the various tawdry 
elegancies for which he sacrificed his sleep at night and the best part 
of his health for a period of twenty years. In the me Cassini he 
limited himself for the time being to the cheaper superfluities, 
hunting through the bric-a-brac and antique shops to buy completely 
unnecessary ornaments. The few articles of furniture that he managed 
furtively to rescue from his creditors in the me des Marais were 
supplemented by clocks, candelabra, statuettes, and knick-knacks 
such as normally cheer the female heart. Not only his parents, but 
also his friend Latouche, found this feminine taste for odds and ends 
ridiculous in a penniless writer: 

“You haven’t changed at all. You pick out the me Cassini to live in and 
are never there. You go about everywhere, except to the place where a 
useful sphere of activity awaits you and where you could earn a living. 
Your heart clings to carpets, mahogany chests, sumptuously bound 
books, superfluous clocks and copper engravings. You chase through the 
whole of Paris in search of candelabra that will never shed their light 
upon you, and yet you haven't even got the few sous in your pocket that 
would enable you to visit a sick friend.” 

Perhaps he needed this superabundance in his outward surroundings 
to balance the superabundance within him. His study he kept bare 
and monastic, and it always remained so. It contained the little table 
which he took about with him whenever he moved and to which he 
seemed superstitiously attached, the candlestick that was so necessary 
since he worked mainly by night, and the cupboard for his papers 
and manuscripts. The salon, however, had to be coquettishly attrac- 
tive, the bedroom, and even more the bathroom, voluptuous. On 
emerging from the dark, ascetic cell in which he worked, he wanted 
to feel warm, sensuous colors about him, delicate stuffs and a golden 
cloud from the paradise of wealth, something that would lift him 
above the everyday world, so that he should not wake too abruptly 
from his dreams. 

But where did he obtain the money for his new acquisitions? He 
was not earning anything and he was in debt to the tune of sixty 
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thousand francs on which he had to pay interest at the rate of six 
thousand a year He had only barely managed in the rue Lesdiguieres, 
when he had scrubbed out his own room and fetched water from six 
streets away to save the sou for the water-carrier, so how was he able 
to purchase luxuries as well as necessities now that he had such a 
weight of debt on his shoulders? The heroes of his novels, the De 
Marsays, the Rastignacs, and Mercadets, help to explain the paradox. 
Again and again they defend the thesis that having no debts, or only 
small ones, makes a man economical, while huge ones make him ex- 
travagant. When he had a hundred francs a month Balzac turned each 
franc seven times before he spent it. When he was burdened with a 
debt that to him was of astronomical proportions, it was all the same 
whether books he loved were bound in cheap linen or in red morocco, 
whether he paid off another few hundreds to his creditors or added 
a few further thousands to the original debt. His heroes argued — and 
so did Balzac — that everything would turn out all right if one became 
famous, or married a rich wife, or had a stroke of luck on the stock 
exchange. Alternatively, if success did not crown one’s efforts, one’s 
creditors would not be particularly affected by the extra indebtedness. 

Balzac, however, was resolved to be successful. The real struggle 
was only just beginning, as he well knew, and it would not be a 
matter of petty skirmishes with exiguous fees as the guerdon of 
victory. The victory this time would be decisive^ On the mantelpiece 
of his study stood the only ornament he allowed as relief to the bare- 
ness of the room, a plaster statuette of Napoleon, and Balzac felt th e 
conqueror’s gaze as a challenge to hims elf. As a spur to his efforts he 
took a piece of paper and wrote on it, "Ce qu’il n’a pas pu achever par 
l’ epee, je I’accomplirai par la plume.” He pasted the slip on the base 
of the statuette, and it remained there as a continual exhortation to 
exert himself to the utmost until he, too, had scaled the heights as 
Napoleon had done, the greatest man of his time, who had also 
waited year after year in a Paris garret before carving out an empire 
with his naked sword.(Balzac sat down at his table, with his pen as his 
only weapon and a few reams of virgin paper as his only a mmuni tion, 
resolved to conquer the world!) 
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Balzac now had the great advantage of knowing both his capacity 
for work and what he wanted to work at. The bitter struggle of the 
past ten years had made him aware of his strength, and he realized 
that the essential condition for decisive success was resolute concen- 
tration on his goal. The power of will could achieve miracles only if 
he did not vacillate and dissipate his efforts in different directions. 
Singleness of purpose, devotion to one exclusive passion — this alone 
was the source of power and must irresistibly insure success Belatedly 
he grasped the reason for his lack of success in business. He had not 
thrown himself into it body and soul; he had not concentrated on it 
with every fiber of his being; he had not chased after every sou and 
every order with the passionate instinct of the real businessman. 
Instead of straining every nerve and applying every thought to the 
furthering of his printing venture, he had employed part of his time 
in reading books and writing. If he was once more to embark on a 
literary career, he must devote himself to it more wholeheartedly than 
hitherto. The conditions were favorable. He had acquired a practiced 
hand with his numerous pseudonymous books, and through his many- 
sided contact with life he had gathered sufficient material for an 
endless gallery of portraits He had served a hundred masters and 
f performed every task that came his way. With the approach of his 
i thirtieth year his apprenticeship was over. If he threw himself into 
- his work with the whole power of his will he could become his own 
| master. 

His new feeling of responsibility toward himself and his work was 
manifested in the decision to publish his next book under his own 
name. So long as he concealed his identity behind pseudonyms, with 
no other purpose but speed and a quick return for his labors, he was 
able to take his obligations lightly, since praise or blame was meted 
out to an imaginary Monsieur de Saint Aubin or Viellergle. When, 
however, it was a matter of putting a new brand on the market under 
his own label, when it was a matter of pushing his way through the 
crowded throng of books and writers of books, he was no longer 
content to be looked upon as one of the hacks who were turning out 
the popular sensational novels of the day.tThe Balzac of 1828 made 
up his mind to enter the lists with open visor and match swords with 
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the ji iost f amous_and successful of historical novelists. He was re- 
solved not only to equal, but to excel Sir Walter Scott The preface 
to his new book was the fanfare with which he opened the tourna- 
ment: 

It is not the author's intention to limit himself to a narrative style In 
which facts are tediously paraded and the action revealed step by step 
as one demonstrates a skeleton whose bones have been carefully num- 
bered The great lessons which speak to us from the open book of 
history must now-a-days be depicted in a way that everybody can under- 
stand This method has been followed for some years by writers of 
talent, and the author wishes to join their ranks He has attempted in 
the present book to reproduce the spirit of an age and to bring to life 
an historical episode. He prefers to offer living speech rather than a 
documentary record, the battle itself rather than a report of the battle, 
and instead of epic narrative he has chosen dramatic action. 

For the first time since his premature attempt at a rhymed tragedy, 
Balzac set himself a task which called for the exercise of all his 
powers, and the world was soon to receive with astonishment the 
fruits of his intense absorption. 

Balzac had long been working at the theme which he chose for his 
first real novel. Among his numerous papers are some sketches for a 
story to be called Le gars , dealing with an incident in the revolt of 
the Vendee against the French Republic Certain episodes had been 
intended for another of his pseudonymous works with a Spanish 
background. His enhanced feeling of responsibility, however, made 
him aware of the insincerity and faultiness of the historical docu- 
mentation in his earlier historical novels, and that if he chose a con- 
temporary theme it would not be enough merely to surround his 
characters with cardboard scenery He would have to see the environ- 
ment in its true perspective and bring it to life. In his former stories 
of the Middle Ages only the specialist was capable of detecting his 
slips, but the fighting in the Vendee was not far removed in time 
from his own age. Numerous eyewitnesses were still living who had 
fought in tiie compagmes des Bleus or with the peasant troops of 
CadoudahCBalzac set to work wi tli^ dmirable thoroughness. He bor- 
rowed comdmporary memoirs from the libraries, studied the military 
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reports, and made extensive extracts. He discovered that it was just 
the little, apparently insignificant but veracious details which gave 
a novel its convincing vividness. Without truth and sincerity there 
could be no art, and characters could never spring to life if they were 
not rooted in their environment. They had to be shown in their kin- 
ship with the soil and the milieu, breathing the very air of their epoch. 
With his first individual and characteristic novel Balzac the realist 
came upon the scene.; 

For two or three months Balzac studied and read, searching through 
all the available material and poring over maps to pin-point as 
accurately as possible the various troop movements and military oper- 
ations. Even to the keenest imagination, however, a printed text can 
never be a substitute for the immediate impressions conveyed by 
direct observation. Balzac soon realized that the journey of 
Mademoiselle de Verneuil could be made sufficiently vivid only if 
he took the stagecoach over the same route as his heroine. He would 
be able to produce the atmosphere and the living tints of the land- 
scape only if he were to put his imaginative vision to the test of 
reality. 

As luck would have it, one of the old republican soldiers who had 
taken part in the campaign against the Chouans happened to be living 
in retirement at Fougeres, which had been the scene of military oper- 
ations at that time. This Baron de Pommereul was, moreover, an old 
friend of the Balzac family. Such a favorable coincidence had to be 
exploited, even if it meant borrowing the money for the journey or 
doing a little more pot-boiling (and even the Balzac experts have not 
been able to track down all the hackwork to which he put his hand in 
the intervals of writing his more solid books). With impetuous 
candor he made his excuses to Baron de Pommereul for having, on 
account of his precarious financial position, to invite himself to stay 
at the latter’s house. And De Pommereul, who was probably thor- 
oughly bored in his remote country abode and like every old warrior 
glad to find someone prepared to lend a willing ear to his stories of 
past campaigns, replied by return of post that Balzac^ would be 
welcome. 

His luggage was scanty. He was not yet impelled by vanity, as 
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happened in later years, to select the gaudiest and most expensive 
of a hundred and thirty waistcoats. Nor could he yet travel in his own 
carriage, accompanied by a liveried footman. A very modestly, not 
to say shabbily, dressed young man climbed up to one of the cheaper 
seats on the public stagecoach, and even this was a luxury he could 
not afford the whole way. The last part of the journey had to be made 
on foot for reasons of economy, and having to step out on the high- 
way on his own short legs did not exactly improve his already some- 
what dilapidated toilet. When, dusty and perspiring, he knocked at 
the door of Baron de Pommereul’s house, he was at first taken for a 
tramp, but this painful impression was soon effaced. His youthful 
buoyancy asserted itself almost before the first introductions had been 
made, and he relinquished himself to the cheerful feeling of having 
at last found good quarters with board and lodging assured for the 
next few weeks. Madame de Pommereul has left a record of this first 
meeting which gives us a vivid picture of the vitality that radiated 
from him: 

*/ f He was a short young man with a thickset figure that was emphasized 
oy his badly-cut suit. His hat was deplorable, but as soon as he removed 
it and one saw the expressiveness of his face everything else was for- 
gotten. After that it was his face alone that I saw. Anyone who has not 
seen him can have no conception of what a forehead he has, and what 
eyes! An expansive brow, which had a luminous look; golden-brown 
eyes, as full of expression as what he said. His noise was thick and 
square, his mouth enormous and always twisted in a laugh in spite of 
his defective teeth. He wore a heavy mustache and very long hair 
thrown back over his shoulders. At that time, and particularly when he 
first arrived, he had on the whole a rather lean look as though he had 
not had enough to eat. ... In his whole manner, his movements, his 
bearing, and die way he spoke, there was so much good nature, naivete, 
and frankness that one could not help liking him as soon as one saw 
him. But his most prominent characteristic was his constant good- 
humor, which was so exuberant that it became infectious.^) 

He was so well fed by the De Pommereuls that he did not lose his 
"newly acquired embonpoint and fresh color” until he had been back 
in Paris for some weeks. 
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instead of the fortnight he had originally planned to stay he 
remained for two months He listened to De PommereuFs remit 
niscences, made notes, and wrote He forgot Paris, forgot Ins friends, 
forgot even Madame de Berny, to whom he had made a solemn vow 
that he would send her a diary with a record of his daily impressions. 
He lived in the state of absorbed concentration, which with him was 
always to precede successful achievement, intent only upon his work, 
and after a few weeks he was able to submit several chapters of his 
new novel to Latouche in Paris. 

Latouche, who had a dowser’s instinct for discovering talent, 
divined at once the promise of a great writer. His confidence, honest 
and sincere though it may have been, was expressed unfortunately in 
a material form. He decided to "put his money” on what he regarded 
as a future favorite and, knowing that Balzac could not afford to 
refuse, offered him a thousand francs for the copyright of a still un- 
finished novel. Balzac had no choice. Though he had formerly 
pocketed from fifteen hundred to two thousand francs for books 
dashed off with very little effort, he could not in his present situation 
resist an offer of a thousand francs in cash. The transaction was con- 
cluded and, as is usual in such circumstances, it meant the end of their 
friendship. Latouche experienced an unpleasant surprise. Accustomed 
to regarding Balzac as a rapid worker, who delivered the agreed 
quantity of murder, poison, and sentimental dialogue punctually to 
the day, he was annoyed to discover that this time Balzac had to be 
sent reminders. He would not hand over his manuscript until he 
himself was satisfied with it. Then came a further cause of delay. 
When the manuscript had at last been extracted from the procras- 
tinating author and set up in print, the proofs came back with $0 
many corrections and alterations that it had to be set up afresh. 
Latouche raved that he was losing time and money over these constant 
emendations, but Balzac was not to be hurried. /The artist’s feeling 
of responsibility had begun to assert itself. For the first time he felt 
what he owed to the name Honore Balzac, which he was resolved to 
render immortal, and in contrast to the unconcern with which through- 
out his life he regarded his business and other material debts, this was 
an obligation which he did not ignore.] 



BALZAC AND NAPOLEON 97 

In mid-March 1829 the publishing firm of Canel brought out Le 
dernier Chouan ou la Bretagne en 1800 in four volumes by Honore 
Balzac — still not de Balzac. Its success did not come up to expec- 
tations, and not without reason. The arrangement and coherence 
revealed for the first time the master hand of a great novelist, the 
scene was unfolded with great skill; the military details were full of 
movement; the characters of General Hulot and the spy Corentm 
were modeled directly from life; and his sense of the political back- 
ground, which was to stamp the impress of their time so incomparably 
on the later novels, enabled him to draw the figure of Fouche, who 
exercised a lifelong fascination over Balzac, from the shadows in 
which this powerful counterpart of Napoleon had always deliber- 
ately lurked. Only the plot itself betrayed the former writer of sen- 
sational novels. The character of Mademoiselle de Verneuil, trans- 
ferred from his pseudonymous story Le gmtanero which had been 
published two or three years before, did not rmg true. 

The Paris critics, who in spite of all the boosting efforts of Latouche 
and Balzac were rather lukewarm, pointed to the "devergondage du 
style ” and Balzac himself could not but admit that his years of care- 
less scribbling had made him slovenly. Even five years later, after he 
had polished the style for a new edition with the greatest possible 
care, he wrote to Baron Gerard when sending him a copy of his 
"'ancient work in its revised form” — "Do what I will, I am afraid the 
hand of the novice will always be recognizable ” Nor was the public 
particularly enthusiastic about the would-be French Sir Walter Scott. 
By dint of great effort four hundred and forty-four copies were sold 
in the first year. Premature confidence in Balzac’s genius once more 
had to be paid for in hard cash. 

Pure chance enabled Balzac to make up for this semi-success. While 
he was still working on Le dernier Chouan, the publisher Levasseur, 
who had succeeded in finding out where he lived, called on him and 
reminded him none too gently of the sum of two hundred francs 
advanced a year before for a Manuel de Vhomme d'affaires which 
Balzac had undertaken to write. Balzac had forgotten the transaction, 
but Levasseur insisted on fulfillment of his contract. Unwilling to 
interrupt his serious work to turn out a popular booklet, Balzac 
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offered his creditor an alternative. Among his old manuscripts he had 
a Code conjugal , which he had begun to set up in print at his own 
works under the title Physiologie du manage . If Levasseur were 
agreeable he was prepared to revise this old book in payment of his 
debt?) Levasseur, who probably knew that there was no chance of 
getting his two hundred francs back from the penniless author, 
accepted the proposition. 

Balzac set to work, and when he had finished very little of the 
original work remained. He had been reading a great deal of Rabelais 
in recent years, and instead of the cool wit of his former model, 
Laurence Sterne, he employed a style that was full of verve and gusto. 
Madame de Berny and a new acquaintance, the Duchesse d’Abrant£s, 
provided him with amusing anecdotes, and the book compiled to pay 
off a forgotten debt turned out to be a sparkling, witty, smooth piece 
of writing which provoked discussion because of its impudent para- 
doxes, cynical charm, and humorous skepticism. Discussion, both 
good-humored and ill-humored, was very soon forthcoming, and it 
insured the immediate success of the book. Women especially, who 
were later to be Balzac’s most determined standard-bearers, were at 
the same time irritated and entertained. They sent him letters of 
praise or condemnation, in tones either flattering or critical, but in any 
case the book was the sole topic of conversation in all the salons 
during the next few weeks. 

Balzac had not yet made his way, he was not yet famous, but one 
thing had been achieved. The Parisians’ curiosity had been titillated 
by the young author. People sent him invitations, he had to order 
well-cut suits and resplendent waistcoats from his tailor, and the 
Duchesse d’Abrantes presented him to Madame Recamier, whose 
salon was at that time the chief clearing-house for literary works in 
the capital. When visiting the rival firm of Mesdames Sophie and 
Delphine Gay, he made the acquaintance of his already famous col- 
leagues, Victor Hugo, Lamartine, and Jules Janin. One last effort and 
his second request from life would be fulfilled. He would be not 
only loved, but famous. 
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L The way was not yet open, but a breach had been made in the 
dike, and with all the force of a pent up flood Balzac’s tremendous 
creative energy came pouring out like a cataract./ Once Paris became 
aware of the young writer’s versatility, which was able to bake a 
solid dish like an historical novel and a piquant pasty like the 
Physiologie du manage simultaneously in the same oven, he was 
almost bewildered with success and the commissions that began to 
come in thick and fast. Those who commissioned him to write, 
however, had no inkling of the volume and variety of this conjurer’s 
repertoire or of the reverberating echo that would thunder back in 
answer to their first tentative call. 

- ' ^Balzac’s output in the two years 1830 and 1831, after his name had 
begun to have a certain value, is almost unparalleled in the annals of 
literature. He turned out short novels, stories, newspaper articles, 
causeries, feuilletons, and political commentaries. If one reckons up 
the seventy authentic items from his pen that were printed in 1830 
(to say nothing of those he probably published under other names) 
and the seventy-five items printed in 1831, he must have produced 
the equivalent of nearly one folio of sixteen printed pages a day 
without taking into account alterations in the proofs.) There was no 
periodical or newspaper in which his name did not suddenly appear. 
He contributed a motley collection of articles to Le Voleur, La Sil- 
houette , La Caricature , La Mode, La Revue de Paris , and dozens of 
other publications. He discoursed in easy style on the Philosophie de 
la toilette or the Physiologie gastronomique , wrote one day on 
Napoleon and the next an Etude des moeurs par les gants, put on 
philosophic airs in observations on Saint-Simoniens et Saint-Simon - 
istes, or divulged the Opinion de rnon Spicier , studied Le claqueur or 
Le banquier, scoffed at a Maniere de faire une emeute, and discussed 
the Moralite d 3 une bouteille de champagne or the Physiologie du 
cigare. 

Such versatility and wit were not in themselves remarkable in Paris 
journalism. It is, however, astonishing that in this brilliant pyrotech- 
nic display there should be found perfect masterpieces which, though 
as yet only in small compass and dashed off in the space of a single 
night with the same speed as his more ephemeral writings, have sue- 



100 


BALZAC 


cessfully survived their first century. Une passion dans le desert , Une 
episode sous la terreur, El Verdugo , Satrasme ■ — these revealed the 
hitherto unknown water at one stroke as an unexcelled master of the 
ja.rt pf the short story The further he advanced along his chosen path, 
the more he realized what he could do. Vires acqumt eundo. His pow- 
ers grew as he went With his genre pictures of Parisian society, such 
as Etude de femme , La femme de trente ans, and La paix du 
menage, he created an entirely new type A that of the "'misunderstood 
wife” who, disillusioned bj^marriage, joined away as though from 
some mysterious malady on account of the coldness and unconcern 
of her husband. These stories, weighted with sentimentality and 
marred by a lack of realism and objective truth which makes them 
too sickly-sweet for our modern taste, found an enthusiastic public. 
The innumerable disappointed women in France and elsewhere who 
felt themselves misunderstood thought they had discovered m Balzac 
the physician who could diagnose their sorrows. He alone, who 
excused every lapse if it was due to love and dared to maintain that 
not only "the woman of thirty,” but even the woman of forty, and 
she in particular owing to her maturer knowledge and discernment, 
had the strongest claim to love — he alone understood them. They 
regarded him as their advocate, who defended their infractions of the 
laws of the State and of bourgeois morality, and many a Madame 
d’Aiglemont saw her own reflection in his idealized portraits. His 
Scenes de la vie privee, which appeared in April 1830, were read 
with equal enthusiasm not only in France, but in Italy, Poland, and 
Russia. With the watchword he had coined, "the woman of thirty,” 
he proclaimed the right of the woman who had passed her first youth 
to love. 

Yet even a more sober tribunal than that of his female readers, 
who with narcissist tendencies indulged their self-pity by identifying 
themselves with their favorite characters in fiction, could not fail to 
be amazed at the versatility and concentrated force of this young 
author who had leaped at one bound into the literary arena. Scarcely 
one of his already famous contemporaries had written anything to 
match the succinct descriptive power of L’auberge rouge , and in Le 
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chef-d’oeuvre inconnu, ^after having astonished the critics by the 
bread th of his talent* Balzac revealed the depth of his ^genius His 
fellow-artists in particular felt that the urge to perfection, which is 
the innermost secret of all art, had never before been forced up with 
such fienzy to the pitch of tragedy A dozen facets of his genius had 
each begun to reflect from its limited surface something of the light 
within, but the true gauge of his genius is to be fou nd m his breadth, 
abundance, and diver sity . The full measure can be judged only by the 
total sum of his achievement. 

! J Balzac first showed his true mettle in La peon de chagrin . It was 
in this story that he disclosed what he was aiming at — the novel as a 
cross-section of society, the upper classes mingled with the lower, 
poverty and riches, want and extravagance, the genius and the bour- 
geois, the Pans of lonely garrets and crowded salons, the power of 
money and its impotence. The keen observer and acute critic had 
begun to impose a sense of truth on the reluctant, sentimental ro- 
manticist. One romantic feature of La peau de chagrin was the idea 
of transplanting an oriental fairy tale from the Arabian Nights to the 
Pans of 1830. Further romantic traits are perhaps to be seen in the 
figures of the cold Countess Fedore, who prefers luxury to love, and 
her antithesis Paulme, the girl capable of a love that is boundless and 
altruistic. But the realism of the Bacchanalia, which shocked his con- 
temporaries, and the autobiographical scenes which described his own 
student years, sprang directly from personal experience. The argu- 
ments of the doctors and the philosophy of the usurer were not mere 
reproductions of conversations overheard in the salons, but the sub- 
limated essence of real characters. 

/After ten years of vain groping Balzac discovered his true vocation 
as the historian of his own age, as the psychologist and physiologist, 
painter and physician, judge and literary creator of the monstrous 
organism calling itself Parish France, or the world. If his first dis- 
covery was his own enormous capacity for work, the second and no 
less important one was the purpose to which this energy should be 
applied When Balzac found his purpose, he found himself. Hitherto, 
with explosive forces dammed up within him, he had felt only that 
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these forces were irresistible, that they would eventually carry him 
up in his comet-like career soaring high above the turbid throng of 
his contemporaries: 

“There are some vocations which one must obey, and there is an irresist- 
ible power driving me on to the achievement of power and glory.” 

Just as Goethe, even after the success of Werther and Gotz von 
Berlichingen, still did not dare to admit to himself that his talent was 
for literature and for literature alone, so Balzac was not convinced' 
even after La peau de chagrin that literature was his true vocation and 
destiny. He was, in fact, one of those gifted beings whose genius 
would have displayed itself in any form they had chosen. It is pos- 
sible to think of him as having become a second Mirabeau, a Talley- 
rand, another Napoleon, the greatest picture-dealer in the world, or a 
prince of speculators. That was why he was by no means persuaded 
in his earlier years that he was born to be a writer, and Gautier, who 
knew him well, was possibly not far wrong when he said: 

He did not possess a gift for literature. In his case there was an abyss 
between thought and form, an abyss which, especially in the initial 
stages, he despaired of being able to bridge. 

Writing was not a necessity to him, and he never felt it to be his mis- 
sion. He regarded it as only one of the many possible alternatives in 
which he might attain the wealth and fame that would enable him 
to dominate the world: 

Tie wanted to become a great man, and he did so by emitting constant 
currents of that force which is more potent than electricity. 

His real genius lay in his will-power, and it may be called either 
chance or fate that this will-power found its outlet in literature. His 
books were read in every country in the world, and even the aged 
Goethe expressed to Eckermann his benevolent astonishment at such 
outstanding talent, while the editors of reviews and other journals 
tried to tempt him with the highest fees — still Balzac remained un- 
convinced. A year before he had written: 

"The postage on a letter, a ride in an omnibus, these represent a dread- 
ful expense for me, and I stay at home so as not to wear out my clothes.” 
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fNow, although he was being offered dazzling commissions, he still 
regarded literature as merely one of many possibilities. As late as 
» 1832 he wrote his mother: 

"Sooner or later I shall make a fortune, either as a writer, or in politics, 

or in journalism, either by a wealthy marriage or by some big business 
coup.” 

, /For a time he was fascinated by the idea of entering politics. The 
revolution of July 1830 had put the middle-classes in power again, 
and there was plenty of scope for forceful young men.) A deputy in 
the French Chamber could rise as swiftly as a twenty-five- or thirty- 
year-old colonel of the Napoleonic era. Balzac almost made up his 
mind to abandon literature for politics. He flung himself into the 
" sphere tempetueuse des passions politique s ’ 1 and attempted to secure 
election for the constituencies of Cambrai and Fougeres. He wanted 
to stand at the helm — "vivre la vie du siecle meme” — and if the elec- 
tors had been more kind this might have been the path that his 
ambition would have chosen. He might have become the political 
leader of France instead of Thiers, or he might even have become 
a second Napoleon. 

Fortunately the voters decided otherwise in both constituencies, but 
the other danger still remained. He might yet find " une femme et une 
fortune the ” ricbissime veuve ” for whom he hankered all his life. 
This would have brought out the hedonist in him and effaced the 
worker, since — though he did not yet know it — his tremendous 
achievement could be wrung from him only by the equally tremen- 
dous pressure of circumstance. For a widow with thirty or forty 
thousand francs a year Balzac would at any time, even when he was 
at the height of his fame, have been prepared to surrender himself 
to a life of ease. "I could willingly resign myself to a state of domestic 
bliss,” he confessed to his friend Zulma Carraud, and he described 
to her his dream of living in the country where he would "faire de la 
literature amateur” — write a book occasionally when he felt like it. 
1/ (Providence was wiser than Balzac’s inmost wishes and denied him 
their premature f ulfillm ent, for it wanted more from him than this. 
It barred the way that would have enabled him to prostitute his gifts 
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on a ministerial bench; it refused him the fortune he dreamed of 
winning by some coup on the Stock Exchange, and it kept out of his 
reach all the rich widows after whom he chased It changed his early 
passion for journalism into a loathing for all newspaper writing and 
chained him to the desk from which his genius could dominate not 
merely the Chamber of Deputies, the Stock Exchange, or an elegant 
scene of domestic though luxurious bliss, but the whole world^With 
the ruthless discipline of a jailer it drove him back again and again to 
his work in his prison cell, frustrating every endeavor to break out 
into a world where he could enjoy the unrestricted delights of 
freedom, love, and power, and for every attempt to escape it loaded 
him with a double weight of chains. In the midst of his early fame 
he must have been seized by some dark foreboding of the crushing 
burden he was to assume He fought against it, he tried to evade it, 
he never ceased to long for the miracle that would snatch him at one 
stroke from his bondage, he continued to dream of a great gamble, 
of a wealthy wife, of a magic twist of fate. 

But it was not granted him to escape his destiny; it had been or- 
dained that he should create, and so the pent-up force within him had 
to construct for itself a world of such scope as had hitherto been 
unknown in literature Its dimensions could not be measured, its 
horizon knew no limits Hardly had he begun his task when he 
realized that this abundance and superabundance which was stream- 
ing forth from him must be articulated systematically if either he or 
his readers were to have any possibility of commanding a view of the 
whole vast domain. If literature was to be his field of activity he 
would not pile one book haphazardly on another, but link them 
together in a hierarchy of all earthly passions and all the forms that 
life could assume. When sending the first of these novels to a friend, 
he wrote, " The ground-plan of my wor k is beginning t o take shape/* 
He had conceived the fruitful notion of making individual characters 
reappear in different books and thus, instead of a disconnected series 
of novels, creating a complete literary history of the age which would 
embrace all classes, professions, ideas, emotions, and social conditions!) 
In the preface to the edition of his Romans et contes philosophises 
he had Phiiarete Chasles, whose hand he guided, prepare the public 
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for the reception of his literary innovation, A comprehensive history 
of the times was planned, and this first volume was only 

the first picture m a great series of frescoes. The author has set himself 
the task of delineating the society and civilization of our epoch which, 
with its overheated imagination and the predominance of individual 
egotism, appears to him to be decadent. It will be seen how the author 
is continually able to mix new colors on his palette . . . how he depicts 
every stage of the social scale in turn. He introduces us to one figure 
after another — the peasant, the beggar, the shepherd, the citizen, the 
cabinet minister, and he will not shrink from limning a portrait of the 
priest, or even the King himself. 

(At the age of thirty Balzac was not aware of the extent of the task 
he had undertaken. He was not aware that in writing the Comedte 
humaine he was to be the instrument for recording an epic cycle 
dictated by the age itself. At the moment when the artist in him began 
to dominate, the great vision was already present in his mind, but 
twenty years of immeasurable and incomparable toil were hardly to 
suffice for its shaping!) 
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BOOK TWO 

Balzac at Work 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

The Man of Thirty 


F ROM 1831 on, after he had reached the age of thirty and 
appeared before the world with his first substantial book, 
Balzac became once and for all Honore de Balzac. The period 
of tedious effort and devious development was finished. As a 
man, as an artist, and as a personality, he had come to the end of his 
years of growth. No further decisive change took place either in his 
physical appearance, in his development as an artist, or in his moral 
outlook. His vitality had found its direction, the creative writer had 
set himself his task, the ambitious architect had drafted the tentative 
plan of his future structure, and with his courage de hon Balzac threw 
himself into the work that lay before him. So long as his pulse still 
beat, the rhythm of his daily work went on without pause and without 
diminution. From the moment when he settled down to a task the 
dimensions of which were, in fact, boundless, death alone could set 
a limit to his Promethean will. Balzac at work is perhaps the most 
grandiose example of creative continuity to be found in modem 
literature. Fed like a mighty tree from the eternal sources of the 
earth, he stood erect in all his massive strength until he was felled by 
the ax, thrusting out branch after branch toward the sky and, im- 
movably rooted, patiently fulfilled his organic destiny — to grow, to 
flower, and to bear ever finer fmits. 

Despite all his creative innovations Balzac himself did not change. 
If one compares his portraits at the age of fifty with those at thirty, 
one finds only trifling differences — a streak or two of gray in his hair, 
shadows under the eyes, a sallow tint in his former fresh coloring, 
but the general appearance is exactly the same. At thirty his essen- 
tially individual characteristics had assumed their ultimate form. The 
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"short, lean, pale young man,” in whose unpretentious appearance 
the only positive feature was a vague resemblance to the young Bona- 
parte before the days of his glory, reverted oddly enough to the 
"chubby child with round cheeks,” As soon as he anchored himself 
to his writing table the highly strung, uncertain, impatient, happy-go- 
lucky elements in his make-up yielded to a breadth and ease abound- 
ing in a sense of strength and confidence. He was drawing his own 
portrait in the character of D'Arthez when he wrote: 

The expression in D’Arthez* eyes, which had once shone with the fire 
of a noble ambition, had grown tired with the coming of success. The 
thoughts which had invested his brow with grandeur had faded, his 
once slim figure had grown corpulent. The golden hue of good-living 
suffused his face, which in his youth had shown the sallow tones painted 
by poverty — the tones which indicated a temperament exerting all its 
forces to fight continually until success had been achieved. 

v / ( The first and, as in the case of most artists, deceptive impression, 
made by his physiognomy is that of a healthy, pleasure-loving, and 
jovial good-humor. Despite the smooth, taut forehead above which 
his usually not overclean mane of hair was piled up, the soft flesh of 
his face, with its greasy skin, sparse mustache, and broad indeter- 
minate features, gives the impression of belonging to a man fond of 
comfort and good-living, of sleeping long hours, of eating much and 
working little. Only when one looks at his shoulders, broad as those 
of a weight-lifter, the shoulders of his own Vautrin, when one looks 
at the muscular, bull-like neck which he could keep bent over his work 
for twelve or fourteen hours at a time without wearying, when one 
looks at the athlete's chest, only then does one gain some conception 
of the massive force that lay in this man. The forceful element in him 
begins below the soft, flabby chin. His body is carved out of bronze. 
Its dominating quality, as in his writing, lies in its massiveness, in its 
breadth, in its indescribable vitality. Every attempt to discern the 
presence of genius in Balzac's face must therefore be vain and mis- 
leading^ The sculptor David d' Angers tried to give the impression 
of genius by heightening the brow and molding it with jutting bulges 
as if the writer's thoughts were pushing their way out through the 
confining skull. The painter Boulanger tried to conceal the obtrusive 
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paunch with a white monkish robe and to tauten his whole bearing. 
Rodin did the same by giving him the ecstatic look of a man startled 
out of tragic hallucinations. All three artists seemed to feel that this 
countenance, with its lack of striking features, must be strengthened 
in order to make the genius within it recognizable, in order to smuggle 
in demonic or heroic elements, and Balzac himself made the same 
attempt when he again drew his own portrait in the character of 
2. Marcas: 

His hair was like a mane; his nose was short and compressed, furrowed 

at the tip and with broad nostrils like a lion. His forehead too was 

leonine and divided into two powerful bulges by a great deft. 

The truthful observer must ruthlessly admit that Balzac — like all 
really representative national geniuses, such as Tolstoy or Luther — 
looked like a man of the people, that his face was, as it were, the 
epitome of the faces of innumerable humble folk of his homeland. 
Balzac’s face was definitely commonplace, even plebeian. In France 
particularly, the highest intellectual achievement is found in two 
types, the one aristocratic and subtly sublimated as in Richelieu, 
Voltaire, or Valery, the other expressing the force and vitality of the 
people, as in Mirabeau or Danton. Balzac belonged wholly to the 
elemental type, not to the aristocrats or decadents. If a blue apron 
were tied round his waist and he stood behind the bar of a bistro in 
the south of France, his cheerful figure would be indistinguishable 
from that of any illiterate innkeeper pouring out wine and chatting 
with his customers. As a peasant behind the plow, as a water-carrier 
in the street, as a tax-collector, or as a sailor in a Marseille brothel 
Balzac would not have looked out of place. In shirtsleeves or care- 
lessly dressed he appeared genuine and natural. When he tried to be 
elegant and gave himself aristocratic airs, with his hair pomaded and 
holding a lorgnon in front of his eyes to ape the dandies of the Fau- 
bourg St, Germain, he looked as if he were wearing a disguise. As in 
his art, his strength lay not in artifice, when he ventured into a 
philosophical or sentimental sphere in which he was untrue to him- 
self, but in being natural. His dominating physical qualities, too, were 
his vitality, his vivacity, his strength. 
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It is not the function of a portrait to give visual expression to these 
qualities. It should be like a still extracted from a living film, a split 
second of inaction, an interrupted movement, and we can no more 
deduce his physical and mental exuberance from his various portraits 
than we can deduce the unparalleled and versatile productivity of his 
genius from a single page of his writings. A fleeting and superficial 
glance at Balzac’s face tells one nothing. The reports of all his con- 
temporaries are agreed on this point. When his short, stoutish figure, 
still panting from the effort of climbing the stairs entered a room, 
wearing a brown coat that was badly buttoned, shoes that were half 
unlaced, and threw itself into an armchair that creaked dangerously 
under its weight, the first impression was devastating. Could this 
, coarse, greasy, unkempt plebeian who reeked of perfume be our 
Balzac, the minstrel of our most secret emotions, the advocate of our 
rights ? These were the questions that the astonished ladies asked 
themselves, and the other authors present squinted complacently into 
a mirror to confirm the fact that they looked far less bourgeois and far 
more intellectual. Many a smile was hidden behind a fan, while the 
gentlemen exchanged malicious glances at the expense of their com- 
monplace but dangerous literary rival. 

is As soon as Balzac began to speak, however, the first painful im- 
pression vanished, for a sparkling torrent of wit electrified the atmos- 
phere. All eyes were drawn toward him as he talked of a hundred 
things, discoursed on philosophy or sketched out political schemes, 
drew on his large repertoire of anecdotes or stories, both true and 
invented, which grew more and more fantastic and incredible as he 
went on. Golden sparks of playful good humor flashed from his dark 
eyes as he boasted, scoffed, laughed, and intoxicated himself and his 
listeners. When he was able to scatter his bounty there was nobody to 
compare with Balzac.*) 

His physical vitality cast a spell as unique as that which fascinates 
the reader of his books. Everything he did seemed to have a tenfold 
intensity. When he laughed the pictures on the walls trembled; when 
he spoke the words came cascading forth and made one forget his 
bad teeth. When he traveled he threw the postillion a further tip 
every half hour, urging him to whip his horses to greater speed; when 



THE MAN OF THIRTY 113 

he made financial calculations the thousands and millions tumbled 
over one another pell-mell; when he worked there was no difference 
between day and night as he sat writing round the clock and blunted 
a dozen pens in the process. When he ate — this is how the gossip- 
writer Gozlan describes the scene: 

. . his lips quivered, his eyes shone with happiness, his hands twitched 
with pleasurable anticipation at sight of a pyramid of beautiful pears or 
peaches. ... He was magnificent in his flamboyant, Pantagruelian way; 
he had removed his cravat and his shirt collar was open, with a fruit 
knife m his hand he laughed, drank, and carved into the juicy flesh of 
a large pear. . * 

§* 

/Nothing was more foreign to Balzac's nature than pettiness. He 
possessed the childlike good-nature that we generally attribute to 
giants, and nothing could shake it. Though he was aware that his 
colleagues were embarrassed in his all too massive presence and that 
they whispered to one another behind his back of his lack of style 
and a hundred other malicious calumnies, he had a friendly word for 
each of them, dedicated his books to them, and mentioned them all 
somewhere or other in his Comedie humaine. JHe was too mag- 
nanimous for enmity, and nowhere in his writings is th ere to be found 
a polemic aga inst an individual. When he tormented his publishers 
\nd kept them on the curb, it was not to squeeze a few extra francs 
out of them, but from a desire to play with them and show that he 
was the master When he lied, it was not to deceive, but to indulge 
his exuberant imagination and his sense of humor. He knew that 
people mocked what they regarded as his childish ways, but this in- 
duced him to exaggerate them. He would tell his friends some tali 
story and observe with his quick keen eyes that they did not believe 
a word he said, but would hawk it all round Paris next morning; 
this made him season his stories even more strongly. It amused him 
to see that the others thought him rather a freak, that he did not fit 
into their conventional scheme of things, and in anticipation of the 
caricatures of which he was later to be the butt he caricatured faim- 
self wit h Rabelaisian gusto . What harm could they do him anyway? 
Helm pervaded by the consciousness that in the muscles under his 
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skin and the gray cells of his brain he was stronger than them all, so 
he let them have their way. 

Balzac’s self-reliance was based on his sense of strength, both 
physical and intellectual, and not on the fame or success that came to 
him, for so far as his literary achievement was concerned he remained 
uncertain of himself even after he had published La peau de chagrin, 
Pere Goriot, and a dozen other imperishable masterpieces. His vigor- 
ous confidence in his own vitality did not spring from a weighing of 
the pros and cons, from introspection, or from the judgment of others. 
It was something elemental. He enjoyed the feeling of abundance 
within him and had no use for apprehensive self-criticism or intro- 
spective analysis. As he wrote to the Duchesse d’Abrantes: 

"In my five-foot two-inches there is compressed every imaginable con- 
trast and contradiction. If anyone likes to call me vain, extravagant, 
stubborn, frivolous, inconsistent in my thinking, dandified, careless, 
indolent, lacking in due reflection and not sufficiently painstaking, with- 
out perseverance, loquacious, tactless, ill-bred, rude, subject to odd 
changes of mood, he will be no less right than anyone else who says that 
I am thrifty, modest, and courageous, tenacious, energetic, carefree, in- 
dustrious, steadfast, taciturn, full of refinement and courtesy, and always 
cheerful. It can be asserted with equal truth that I am a poltroon or a 
hero, a clever fellow or an ignoramus, extremely talented or stupid. 
Nothing will surprise me. I myself have finally resolved to believe that 
I am merely an instrument, the plaything of circumstance.” 

Whatever food for thought, praise, or mockery he might give to 
others, he went on his way with head erect, brave, cheerful, and uncon- 
cerned, taking all the bufferings fortune had to offer. In the con- 
sciousness of his strength he could afford to be negligent. Though his 
vanity may have been childish, it was never petty. He had the carefree 
assurance of a man who is slightly tipsy. 

Such a broad-based, generous nature was bound to be extravagant, 
and Balzac was prodigal in every respect but one. He was perforce 
economical of the time he spent in other people’s company. He once 
said that he had "only one hour a day to give to the world,” and there 
was no room in his life for social intercourse. The people to whom he 
was closely attached can therefore be counted on one’s fingers. Hardly 
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more than ten were really intimate with him, and even these, with the 
exception of the most important figure of all, had already come into 
his life by the time he was thirty. His circle of friends widened very 
little in later years, just as he added very little to his experience of 
the world or to his artistic development. What he had to absorb he 
had already absorbed. He had time for no new friendships, only for 
his work, and only the men and women of his own creation were real 
and important to him. 

In his narrow but constant circle of friends the women took the 
foremost place. Nine-tenths of his letters, perhaps even more, were 
written to women. With them he could yield to his "besom d’epancher 
le coeur trop plein,” his irresistible longing to pour out his heart from 
time to time in confession. To women he could "se mettre <5 nu,” 
and after months of silence he would suddenly erupt with a tempestu- 
ous urge to communicate his thoughts and feelings, frequently to a 
woman whom he had never seen or with whom he had merely a fleet- 
ing acquaintance. He never addressed an intimate letter to a man, and 
he never brought himself to speak of his inner conflicts or the prob- 
lems of artistic creation even to the greatest and most celebrated of 
his contemporaries, such as Victor Hugo or Stendhal. Accustomed as 
he was to monopolizing a conversation, hardly waiting to hear what 
others might have to say in his impatience to continue with his 
fantasies and rodomontade, he had little interest either in maintaining 
a correspondence with his fellow-authors or in conversing with them. 
He did not need the stimulus of friendship, but the exact contrary. He 
needed an easing of his inward tension. If, therefore, he wrote 
chiefly to women, it was not only, as he remarked scoffingly to 
Theophile Gautier, because "cela forme le style,” but from a pro- 
found and perhaps partly subconscious desire to find the woman who 
would understand him. (Worn out with work, harassed by his obliga- 
tions, living under a crushing weight of debt, caught up again and 
again in the current of his "vie torrentielle,” he yearned incessantly 
for a woman who would be a mother, sister, mistress, and helpmate, 
as Madame de Berny had been during his years of development It 
was not an inclination for amorous adventure that kept him continu- 
ously searching but a passionate need of tranquillity. One must not 
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be deceived by the Contes drolatiques with their boisterous, priapic 
sensuality. Balzac was never a Don Juan or a Casanova. What he 
wanted was a woman who would give him the bourgeois content- 
ments, "une femme et une fortune” as he candidly admitted. A man 
of his imagination and active intellect did not need the further mental 
and emotional excitement of cheap adventures Half unconsciously, 
though sometimes with clear insight, he sought the woman who could 
satisfy both poles of his being, redeeming his work from the curse 
of having to serve as a means of earning money without prejudicing 
it by the claims she made upon him, gratifying his physical desires 
while at the same time rescuing him from his financial and material 
difficulties. If possible, she should also gratify his naive snobbery by 
being of aristocratic descent. 

This was the dream of his life, though it was never to find fulfill- 
ment. He found the object of his search only piecemeal, sometimes 
the one, sometimes the other, but never — or too late — both together. 
Even his first liaison with Madame de Berny was condemned to incom- 
pleteness because, as he once said, the devil had so cruelly deranged 
the clockwork of the years. At the age of twenty-three he had found 
in her a guide and comforter, who rescued him in the hour of danger 
and loved him passionately, but the discrepancy in their ages, which 
had not seemed unnatural when he was most in need of her, began 
in the course of time to appear incongruous. At the age of thirty 
even Balzac, who was capable of seeing the Helen of his dreams in any 
woman, found it embarrassing to be the lover of a woman of fifty- 
three. Hard as it was for Laure de Berny to resign herself to the 
inevitable, as it is even for the wisest of women so long as she is in 
love, the sensual element in their relationship gradually ebbed. 

(Before this transformation was complete, however, Balzac had 
already sought and found satisfaction elsewhere for the sensual side 
of his nature, and the aging Madame de Berny’s jealousy was per- 
haps enhanced by the fact that his new friend was likewise in the 
autumn of her years and that her physical charms were therefore 
sornewhat faded. The Duchesse d’Abrantes was the widow of General 
Junot and, when Balzac first met her at Versailles about 1829, a rather 
dilapidated monumen t to past glo ry. She was excluded from the 
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Bourbon court, taken little notice of in society, and so hopelessly in 
debt that she had to make money out of her reminiscences and dug up 
old scandals, either real or invented, which she sold year after year 
and volume by volume to the publishers. Nevertheless she found no 
difficulty in detaching Balzac from the rather too maternal apron- 
strings of Madame de Berny, for she appealed to two of the strongest 
elements in his nature — the insatiable thirst of the artist to study 
history in its living springs and the insatiable snobbishness which was 
his deep-seated weakness. Titles and noble names always exercised a 
spell over him, and the triumphant sensation of being the friend, and 
even the lover, of a duchess, the successor in her bed if not of the 
Emperor himself at any rate of’one of his generals, the successor of 
Murat, the King of Naples, and Prince Metternich, was bound to 
divert him for a time at least from the arms of Madame de Berny, 
whose mother, after all, had been only a lady-in-waiting to Marie 
Antoinette. 

The vanity and ardor of the eternal plebeian in Balzac launched 
him into an adventure which presumably did not present any con- 
siderable difficulties from the start. What an advantage for a future 
hisiorien de son temps , whose imagination needed only a spark for 
the illumination of a whole horizon, to be able to lie entre deux draps 
with a woman who knew all the secrets of history! The Duchesse 
d’Abrantes had met Napoleon at the house of her mother, Madame 
Permont, when he was still the slim young Captain Bonaparte. She 
had not only stood in the front row among the newly created princes 
and princesses at the Tuileries, but had witnessed what went on behind 
the scenes. If all Balzac’s novels with a Napoleonic milieu, such as 
Une tenebreuse affaire or Le colonel Chabert, are steeped in docu- 
mentary detail, this is due to his connection with the Duchesse 
d’Abrantes, in which genuine love played a very minor role compared 
with mutual sensuality and intellectual curiosity. 

As a love affair it did not last long, but a certain comradely attach- 
ment remained. They were both heavily in debt, eager to taste what 
life had to offer, and soon diverted to other passions, but they tried 
to help one another in a spirit of good fellowship for some considera- 
ble time after their transient ardor cooled down. She introduced him 



Ii8 


BALZAC 


to Madame Recamier and other aristocratic acquaintances, while 
he assisted her in parceling out her memoirs to publishers and perhaps 
secretly took a hand in the writing. Gradually she faded out of his 
life, and when years afterward she was found dead in a wretched 
garret in Paris he described her end in a startled tone which betrays 
the fact that she had completely passed out of his mind and that his 
association with her had been nothing but a fleeting though ardent 
episode in his life. 

* * * 

About the time that his liaison with the Duchesse d’Abrantes was 
j in its early stages, another woman, Zu lma Ca rrau d, entered Balzac’s 
' life, and with her he formed the tSfst, the noblest, the purest, the 
| most valuable, and, despite periods of separation both in space and 
1 time, the most lasting of his friendships. The same age as his favorite 
sister Laure, Zulma Tourangin had married a captain of artillery 
named Carraud in x 816. Carraud was a man of 1 austere probite, a brave 
officer whose sterling merits failed to receive the recognition they 
deserved. During the Napoleonic wars, while his comrades were 
carving out brilliant careers on the battlefield or rising to dazzling 
heights in the Ministries, he had the misfortune to spend the years as 
a prisoner of war In the English hulks. When at last he was exchanged 
it was too late. No suitable employment could be found for an officer 
without influence who had lacked the opportunity during his captivity 
to pull strings or win military decorations. For a time he was posted 
in small provincial garrisons, until eventually he was put in charge of 
the State powder factory, and he and his wife led a quiet existence 
within the narrow limits of a remote provincial town. Zulma Carraud, 
who was not particularly pretty and afflicted with a slight limp, had 
a great respect for her husband’s integrity of character and felt the 
deepest compassion for him in the ill-slarred destiny which had so 
prematurely cut short his ambition and soured his life, but it cannot 
be said that she loved him. She kept house for him and her son, and 
since she was gifted with brains and a sense of tact that bordered on 
genius, she was able even in the limited society available to her to 
gather round her a small circle of sincere if comparatively humble 
friends, including a certain Captain Periolas to whom Balzac later 
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became particularly attached. It was this Captain Periolas who pro- 
vided him with important details for many of his stories dealing with 
military life. 

Zulma’s meeting with Balzac at his sister’s house was a stroke of 
luck for both of them. For Zulma, with her humanity of outlook and 
an intellect far above that of any other member of her circle, or even 
of many of Balzac’s celebrated fellow-writers and critics, it was a 
profound spiritual experience to encounter in her small world a man 
whose literary genius was as immediately evident to her as his 
radiant and overflowing humanity. For Balzac it was a piece of good 
fortune that he had Zulma’s house to go to, where, exhausted by work 
and harassed by creditors, he coiffd find solace without being subjected 
to rapturous admiration or put on show. There was always a room 
ready for him where he could work undisturbed, and in the evening 
he found warmhearted friends waiting for him with whom he could 
talk without restriction and enjoy a completely intimate atmosphere. 
He could relax in shirtsleeves, so to speak, without fear of being 
a burden, and in the consciousness that a refuge was always at his 
disposal after the strain of his labors he dreamed for months ahead 
of his excursions to the various garrison towns, whether St. Cyr or 
Angouleme or Frapesle, wherever the Carrauds happened to be 
stationed. 

It was not long before Balzac perceived the spiritual quality of this 
obscure woman, her genius for devotion and sincerity, and a deep 
platonic friendship grew up between them. There can be no doubt that 
Zulma Carraud was not indifferent to the physical attraction exerted 
by such a personality as Balzac, but she kept herself in rein. She knew 
that no other woman could do so much for Balzac’s restless character, 
capable as she was of complete self-effacement while at the same time 
unostentatiously allaying his difficulties and smoothing his path. On 
one o ccasio n she wrote to him: "I was the woman destined for you 
by Fate.” And he wrote in turn: "I needed a woman like you, an un- 
selfish woman.” He confessed to her that "A quarter of an hour spent 
with you in the evening means more to me than all the joys of a night 
in the arms of those beauties. . . .” 

Zulma Carraud, however, was too clear-sighted not to see that 
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she lacked the sexual attraction to satisfy for long a man whom she 
placed so high above all others. In any case, a nature like hers would 
have found it impossible to deceive or abandon a husband who was 
so entirely dependent on her for his happiness. She set out to offer him 
a friendship, "une bonne et sainte amitte” as he says, free from any 
selfish vanity or ambition and untroubled by erotic undercurrents: "I 
should not like even a grain of egoism to enter into our relationship.” 

Since she could not offer him both guidance and love, as Madame 
de Berny had done, she preferred to keep both spheres separate so as 
to be a more perfect helpmate in his difficulties, "un oeil de plus pour 
vous” and she cried: 

"Mon dieu! Why did not Fate cast my lot in the city where you have to 
dwell ? I should have given you everything in the way of affection that 
you could have desired. I should have taken up my abode in the house 
where you lived. ... It would have been happiness in two volumes.” 

(Such an opportunity of dividing up one’s life into the physical and 
the spiritual did not come their way, however, so she sought another 
way out. "I will adopt you as my son.” She wanted to make it her life 
task to think for him, care for him, and advise him. Like all the 
women who loved this childlike genius who did not know how to 
manage his own life, she felt the need to mother him) 

Balzac could, in fact, have had no more honest or capable adviser 
either as man or artist than this unknown woman whose destiny it 
was to live buried in the provinces and tied in the bonds of a banal 
marriage. In 1833, at a time when Balzac’s work was a fashionable 
sensation but had not yet found real understanding, she wrote to him 
with that accent of unflinching sincerity which characterized everything 
she said: 

"You are the first writer of the age and, in my opinion, the most impor- 
tant writer of all times. You can be compared only with yourself, and 
beside you everything else appears shallow.” 

It is true that she immediately went on to say: 

"None the less I have my doubts about adding my voice to strengthen 
the chorus of the thousands who are singing your praises.” 
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v< An unerring instinct prompted her to be afraid of the fashionable, 
the sensational element m Balzac’s success. It was just because she was 
aware of his greatness of heart, because she loved the *' 'Balzac who 
is essentially good at heart,” who "hides himself behind all his 
muslin curtains, cashmere shawls, and bronze statuettes,” that she 
feared the danger to his talent and his character that might arise 
from his social success in the salons and his material success with the 
publishers She was anxious that his highest potentialities should be 
fulfilled "I am obsessed by the desire to see you perfect.” This per- 
fection was to be something other than 

“a fashionable or salon success (which I regret, since it spoils you for 
the future) . Perfection — it is that upon which your true fame must rest, 
the future fame of which I am thinking and which is as important to 
me as if I bore your name or stood so close to you that it would shed 
its light on me, too/* 

v" (She imposed upon herself the duty pf being his artistic conscience 
because, though she realized his gre atness and jhis goodness, she was 
"not blind to his dangerous tendency to yield in childish vanity to the 
flatteries of society. At the risk of losing his friendship, which was 
the thing she valued most in life, she told him with the utmost 
honesty of her misgivings no less than of her approbation, conscious 
though she was that she was thereby dissenting from the adulation 
showered upon the fashionable author by princesses and society ladie^ 
Nowhere are there to be found more sensible judgments and criti- 
cisms than hers, and even after a century every word of praise or dis- 
approval uttered by this wife of an artillery captain is more cogent 
than all the critiques of Sainte-Beuve and the other professional 
reviewers. She admired Louis Lambert, Le colonel Chabett, Cesar 
Birotteau, and Eugenie Grandet, but she had a lively distaste for the 
overscented salon stories such as La femme de trente ans, quite justly 
called Le medecin de campagne "too viscous and overburdened with 
ideas,” and was repelled by the exaggerated pseudomysticism of 
Seraphta . With astonishing lucidity she perceived every danger that 
threatened his prospects of permanent success. When he tried to 
enter politics she anxiously warned him: "The Contes drolatiques 
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are more important than a Minister’s portfolio.” When he turned to 
the Royalist Party, she exhorted him* “Leave the protection of such 
interests to the people around the Court and do not throw in your lot 
with them. You will only soil the reputation you have hitherto 
earned honestly.” Defiantly she declared that she would always remain 
faithful to her love for “the poor, who are so disgracefully calum- 
niated and exploited by the greed of the rich, for I myself belong to 
the people. It is true that socially we are included among the aristoc- 
racy, but we have always preserved our sympathy for the people, who 
are suffering from oppression.” 

When she saw the damaging effect on his work of the tempestuous 
haste in which he wrote, she warned him: 

#t Do you really call it literature when you write as if you had a knife 
at your throat? How can you create a really perfect work if you hardly 
allow yourself time to put it on paper! Why this hurry, merely in order 
to provide yourself with such luxuries as would befit a nouveau rtche 
baker, but not a genius? The man who could portray a Louis Lambert 
really ought not to find it necessary to acquire English carriage horses. 
... It grieves me. Honors, to see you not being true to your own great- 
ness. Oh! so far as I am concerned you could have bought the horses, 
the carriage, and the Persian hangings — but you should not have given 
some crafty fellow the opportunity to say of you: You can buy him for 
money at any time!’ ” 

| She loved his genius, but she feared his weakness. She watched 
with apprehension while he wrote furiously, allowed himself to be 
requisitioned by the salons, and, with a view to impressing the “high 
society” which she despised, surrounded himself with an unnecessary 
luxury that drove him into debt. With a foresight that was all too 
justified she implored him: “Do not use yourself up so prematurely!” 
With her strong French feeling for liberty she would have liked to 
see the greatest writer of the century independent in every respect, 
independent of praise or blame, of public opinion, of the need for 
money, and she was plunged into despair at seeing him continually 
falling into new servitude: “A galley slave — -that is what you will 
always be. You are crowding ten men’s lives into one and burning 
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yourself up in your greed. Your fate throughout your life will be that 
of Tantalus.” It was a prophetic comment! ) 

w- fit says much for the integrity of Balzac, who was far shrewder than 
all his little vanities might lead one to imagine, that at a time when 
princesses and duchesses were enveloping him in the incense of their 
flattery he not only accepted these hard and often violent reproaches, 
but again and again thanked her for her honesty. "You are my public,” „ 
he wrote to her, "and I am proud to know you, you who are giving me 
the courage to perfect myself.” He thanked her for helping him "to 
hoe the weeds from my fields. Every time I have seen you I have 
carried away some gain that has benefited my life.”) 

He knew that her warnings held no ignoble motive, no jealousy or 
intellectual arrogance, but were actuated only by the most sincere 
solicitude for the immortal soul of his art, and he allotted her a special 
place in his life: "My feeling for you cannot be compared with any 
other; nothing can match or even resemble it.” Even when, later on, 
he poured out his soul to another woman, to Madame de Hanska, 
whom he fetched from the Ukraine to be his personal confessional 
box, it did not shake "this privileged priority in my heart which will 
always remain unchanged.” 

He only grew more silent toward his whilom friend, perhaps from 
a certain discomfort and some secret sense of shame. Whereas in his 
effusions to Madame de Hanska and other women he dramatized 
himself, his debts, and his labors, he knew that he could not utter a 
word of untruth to Zulma Carraud without her being aware of it, and 
unconsciously he felt himself more and more inhibited in his confes- 
sions to her. Years went by without his visiting the quiet study in her 
house which she had placed at his disposal, and the only time that she 
came to Paris — heaven alone knows at what sacrifice — he was so 
engrossed in his work that he did not open her letter and left her wait- 
ing for an answer that never came. But shortly before his death, in 
the year when, already a doomed man, he was at last after sixteen 
years able to lead Madame de Hanska home as his bride, he paused 
for a second to review his past life and acknowledged to himself that 
Zulma had been the most significant, the most sincere, and the best of 
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all the women he had known. He took up his pen to write to her: '1 
have never ceased to think of you, to love you, and even here to talk 
! with you/* 


* ★ ★ 

Balzac, the eternal romancer and exaggerator, did not exaggerate 
when he set his relationship to Zulma Carraud above all the others 
and apart from them as the purest of his friendships. All the other 
relationships — with the exception of his association with Madame de 
Hanska, which dominated his later years — were more or less episodic. 
He revealed his sure psychological insight when, of all the celebrated 
women he knew, he became particularly attached to the noble Mar- 
celine Desbordes-Valmore, to whom he dedicated one of his greatest 
works and whom he visited in her attic in the Palais Royal, in spite 
of the hundred steps up which he had to pant — no small achievement 
in view of his weight. With George Sand, whom he called his 
"frere George he was linked by a kind of cordial comradeship 
which had m it no tinge of erotic intimacy — a rare exception in those 
days. His pride protected him from becoming listed as the fourteenth 
or fifteenth in her catalogue of lovers and sharing the honors of her 
bed with half the literary world of Paris, including Alfred de Musset, 
Sandeau, Chopin, and Saint e-Beuve. In the background were a few 
shadowy, ephemeral figures, such as the unknown "Marie” with 
whom he had a brief liaison and who probably bore him a child, and 
a certain "Louise” whose last name is equally unknown. Balzac 
maintained a masterly discretion behind a facade of apparently care- 
free loquacity where intimate relationships with women were con- 
cerned. 

Even more rare were his friendships with men. Nearly all those to 
whom he was closely attached were obscure, unimportant people. 
If he needed women with whom he could relax, he needed male 
friends on whom he could rely. Like Goethe, Beethoven, and most 
men of creative mind who have resolved to devote themselves to the 
production of some comprehensive work, Balzac did not choose friends 
of outstanding intellect who would stimulate and spur him on to 
artistic creation and competition. He was content with men to whom 
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he could turn in the intervals between his labors and who were ready 
at any time to help him. What he sought was a kind of family rela- 
tionship. We know little of Monsieur de Margonne, m whose chateau 
at Sache a comfortable room where he could work was placed at 
Balzac’s disposal on about a dozen occasions when he wanted to get 
away from Paris And his real friends were by no means men of the 
quality of Victor Hugo, Lamartine, Heme, or Chopin, though he 
knew them all personally, but an ironmonger, a physician, an obscure 
painter, and a tailor Le petit pere Dablin had been his indispensable 
companion since the years in the rue Lesdiguieres. With Auguste 
Borget he shared for a time the house in the me Cassini Doctor 
Nacquart looked after his health until the day of his death and helped 
him on occasion not only with advice of a specialist nature in connec- 
tion with his novels, but also in case of need with a few hundred 
francs to patch up the gaping hole in his pocket which he never 
succeeded in mending. Buisson, the tailor in the me de Richelieu who 
had learned to respect Balzac’s genius before it was discovered by 
the critics of Paris, not only allowed him credit for as long as he liked, 
but also lent him money and provided him with a place of refuge in 
his house when he had no other channel of escape from less discern- 
ing creditors. To lend money to a man with Balzac’s sense of gratitude 
was not a bad piece of business, and the worthy tailor at any rate 
received adequate repayment of the debt owed to him, however large 
it may have been, with a couple of lines in the Comedte humatne: "A 
suit made by Buisson is enough to enable one to play a royal role in 
any salon.” This bit of publicity at once made Buisson the tailor of 
all those who wanted to cut a good figure in society. Great men have 
another means of payment besides that which is normally regarded as 
legal tender. They can confer immortality on their creditors. 

This small circle of friends was practically complete when Balzac 
began to write the works which won him his fame. At the age of 
thirty his receptive period had come to a close. He no longer needed 
stimulus, discussion, extensive reading, fresh knowledge, or new 
friends. He was ready, and what he had to give in the way of genius 
and wit, warmth and intensity, belonged in the future to his work. He 
once said that a great tree dries up the soil around it — n Un grand arbre 
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resseche le terrain autour de lui.” In order that it may blossom and 
bear fruit, it draws Into itself all the strength within reach. Though 
he possessed hundreds of acquaintances, Balzac took no one else into 
his inner circle — with the exception of Madame de Hanska, who 
became the central figure and the real focus of his life. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Black Coffee 


S UDDEN success is always dangerous for an artisf. In 1828 
Balzac was a literary hack, bankrupt, up to the eyes in debt, a i 
| poor devil who confessed that he stayed at home to save his 
clothes. Two or three years later he was one of the most famous 
writers in Europe, journals and reviews clamored for contributions 
from his pen, he was courted by publishers and snowed under with 
letters from admiring readers. Overnight one of the ambitions of his 
youth had been fulfilled, la glotre, the dazzling fame which carried 
his name round the world on radiant wings. Even a more sober- 
minded person than Balzac could not have helped being intoxicated 
by such success, and Balzac was far from being sober-minded. He had 
lived too many years in obscurity, poor and hungry, filled with impa- 
tient despair, observing in fleeting moments of envy that it was always 
the others, never himself, but always the others, who were acquiring 
riches, women, success, the luxuries and lavish windfalls of life. With 
his sensuous nature, it is comprehensible that he should desire to 
exploit the stir he had made and taste the pleasures which the world 
had to offer. He wanted to inhale the fame that had come to him, taste 
it on his tongue, touch it with his fingers, perceive it with all his 
senses, to feel the cozy warmth of applauding crowds, the sweet 
breath of flattery. Now that the world was aware of his talent, he 
wanted to show himself to the world. He was weary of humiliations 
and rebuffs, of the years of servitude and financial embarrassment, and 
he was ready to yield to the seductive temptations that fame brought 
with it, to the delights of luxury and extravagance. He knew that the 
world was now his stage, and he decided to appear before his public 
and play a role in society. 
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No less remarkable than Balzac's genius as a writer was his lack 
of aptitude for the role of a society lion. It is a peculiar feature of the 
human brain that even the highest degree of intellectual capacity and 
the most varied accumulation of experience are unable to overcome 
a man's innate disabilities. However clear an insight one may have 
into one's own temperamental defects, one has no power to eliminate 
them. Diagnosis is not the same thing as cure, and we can see again 
and again how the wisest of men are unable to control their small 
follies which are the butt of other people's ridicule. Conscious though 
he was of the childishness of his snobbery, he was unable to suppress 
this worst of his weaknesses. The man who was producing the greatest 
creative work of the century and could have walked in the presence 
of kings and princes with the unconcern of a Beethoven suffered from 
an absurd mania for the aristocracy) A letter from a duchess of the 
^Faubourg St. Germain meant more to him th an G oethe's praise. He 
would perhapsTather have become a Rothschild, living in a palace 
with servants, carriages, and a gallery of masterpieces, than have 
acquired immortality, and for a genuine patent of nobility signed by 
Louis Philippe he would have sold his soul. If his father had been 
able to step from the peasantry into the world of the prosperous 
bourgeoisie, why should he himself not take the further step into the 
aristocracy? The epoch of startling and brilliant careers had only 
just passed, but was there any reason why it should have come com- 
pletely to a close? If a Murat, a Junot, and a Ney, sons of craftsmen 
and coachmen or grandsons of innkeepers, could become dukes 
through ordering cavalry charges and bayonet attacks, and if finan- 
ciers, profiteers on the Stock Exchange, and industrial magnates were 
even now being ennobled, why should not he, too, be able to rise into 
the "higher” strata of society? 

The same vigor which sixty years before had urged Balzac's 
father to exchange a thatched cottage in La Nougayrie for the wider 
opportunities of Paris was perhaps unconsciously now spurring on his 
son to rise still higher, but it is ludicrous that he should identify this 
higher goal with entry into a hitherto exclusive circle and not with his 
own creative achievement. It is an attitude of mind that cannot be 
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analyzed rationally. We are faced with an incomprehensible paradox. 
In order to climb into a "higher” sphere of society he submitted to 
humiliations all his life. In order to live in luxury, he condemned 
himself to forced labor. In order to appear elegant, he made himself 
look absurd.? Unconsciously he was himself a living proof of the law 
which he ‘demonstrated a hundred times m his novels — that a master 
in one sphere can be a bungler when he ventures into another for 
which he is not fitted. 

Balzac dressed himself for the part he was to play in society. In 
the first place, he could not appear merely as Monsieur Balzac. That 
would sound too bourgeois in the Faubourg St Germain. On his own 
authority he attached to it the predicate of nobility, and beginning 
with La peau de chagrin his books were published under the name 
Honore de Balzac. Woe to anyone who dared to deny him the right to 
this title. The doubter would be told that it was really out of pure 
modesty that he called himself merely "De Balzac,” smce he was a 
descendant of the Marquis d’Entrague. To render this assertion more 
credible he had the arms of the D’Entrague family engraved on his 
cutlery and painted on his carriage. The next step was to change his 
style of living completely. People would only believe, so he argued, 
than Honore de Balzac was a great writer if he lived up to his reputa- 
tion, Unto him that hath shall be given, and in a world where only 
appearances count one must produce the effect of having much if one 
wants to be given much. If Monsieur de Chateaubriand could possess 
a chateau, Girardin keep two riding horses, and Jules Janin or Eugene 
Sue maintain a carriage, there was all the more reason why Honore 
de Balzac should drive out in a tilbury with a liveried footman behind 
so that people should not rate him as the lesser writer. He rented the 
second floor of the house in the rue Cassini, bought opulent furniture, 
and no dandy was able to say that his clothes were richer and more 
expensive than those of Honore de Balzac. (He had specially chased 
gold buttons made for his blue dress-coat, while the worthy Buisson 
supplied him with silk and brocade waistcoats on credit. And thus, 
with his heavy mane thickly pomaded and a small lorgnon coquettishly 
poised in his hand, the newly fledged author made his entry into the 
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salons of Paris pour se faire une reputation — as though his reputa- 
tion were not already assured both among his own generation and the 
generations to come. 

The result of Balzac’s personal impact on Parisian society was 
disappointing, and it had unfortunate repercussions on his fame as a 
writer. His attempt to turn himself into a dandy was a complete 
failure. The salons to which he had access at this stage of his career 
were not those of the Faubourg St. Germain, nor was he invited to 
the great embassies, and his entry into society was limited to the 
literary drawing-rooms of Madame Delphine Gay and her daughter 
and of Madame Recamier, ladies who tried to compete with the aloof 
official aristocracy by cultivating the aristocracy of letters. Even in 
these less exalted circles, however, the effect of Balzac’s ostentatious 
elegance was catastrophic. His very physical appearance destroyed any 
hope he might have entertained of cutting an aristocratic figure. 
Neither Buisson’s tailoring nor gold buttons nor lace cravats could 
disguise the thickset, stout, red-cheeked plebeian who spoke in such 
a loud voice without letting others get a word in edgeways and burst 
into a room like a cannon shell. His temperament was far too exuber- 
ant to be kept in check by a discreet reserve of manner that did not 
come naturally to him. Twenty years later Madame de Hanska found 
cause to complain that he stuffed his knife into his mouth when he ate 
and that his noisy bragging jarred on the nerves of the very people 
;who were most sincerely anxious to admire him. She deplored his 
reverberating peals of laughter and the "tempestuous deluge of elo- 
quence” which drowned everyone else’s remarks in its flood, 
y (None but an idler, intent only on externals, possesses the ti m e and 
the perseverance to appear elegant at all times — which is in itself a 
kind of art — and Balzac, who was merely tearing himself away from 
his work for an hour or so, betrayed the haste with which he decked 
himself out for an occasion. The ill-matched color scheme of his 
coat and trousers drove Delacroix to despair, and what was the use of 
a gold lorgnon when the nails of the fingers in which it was held were 
dirty? His shoelaces would come undone and trail loosely over his 
silk stockings, and when he grew heated the grease from his pomaded 
hair dripped on to the frills of Ms collar. Balzac wore his elegance as 
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a l ackey w ore his lively . His taste inclined more and more to the 
extravagant rather than to the discreet; he made expensive things look 
cheap and gave luxury the appearance of ostentation, and the com- 
bined effect — as is proved by the innumerable caricatures of which he 
was the subject — often compelled even his feminine a dmir er*; to 
conceal a smile behind their fans?) 

The more Balzac felt that his attempt at elegance was not a success, 
the more he tried to overdo it. If he could not cut a good figure, he 
would at least provide a sensation. If he could not produce a pleasing 
and striking effect by an air of unobtrusive distinction, at least his 
extravagances should become as celebrated as the writings by which 
he had acquired his fame. If he was to become a butt for people’s 
scoffing, he would at least give them adequate cause to scoff. After 
his first failure he invented a grotesque device which, as he said jest- 
ingly, was to make him more famous than his novels had done. He 
procured a stick, as thick as a club and encrusted with turquoises, 
about which he spread the strangest rumors, for instance, that he kept 
in the knob a portrait of a mysterious mistress in the costume of Eve, 
who belonged to the highest circles of the aristocracy. When he entered 
the box of the "Tigers” at the Theatre des Italiens, this Hercules club 
in his hand (which had cost him seven hundred francs that he never 
paid), the whole audience stared at it hypnotically, and Madame de 
Girardin was inspired by the remarkable object to write a novel called 
La canne de Monsieur de Balzac. Yet the ladies remained uncured of 
their disillusionment, and none selected as her protege this troubadour 
who had sung their praises; the lions of the Paris salons, the models for 
his Rastignacs and De Marsays whom he so deeply admired, felt that 
they had no need to fear the ponderous, elephantine competition of 
the new candidate for social honors. 

Balzac enjoyed no greater success with his colleagues in the world 
of letters, who watched with a certain disquiet the fat pike that had 
suddenly appeared in their carp pond. Many of them still remem- 
bered only too vividly the shady past that preceded his sudden 
rise to fame, but surprised by his talent and disturbed by his prolific 
output they would have been prepared to accept him as one of them- 
selves. Balzac spurned their advances. Despite his good nature and 
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generous enthusiasm for the achievements of others, he deliberately 
adopted an arrogant attitude, toward his literary colleagues in partic- 
ular Instead of accepting their readiness to meet him on friendly 
terms, he treated them brusquely, kept his hat on his head when he 
entered a room, and refused to be placed on the same footing as they 
in the world of letters Instead of diplomatically indulging the little 
vanities of his fellow- writers, he loudly emphasized his firm objec- 
tion to being lumped together with an Alexandre Dumas, a Paul de 
Kock, an Eugene Sue, a Sandeau, or a Janin. He offended them by 
bragging of the high fees he was able to command and he put the 
journalists’ backs up into the bargain. Few authors have been so in- 
different to the possibilities of favorable critiques and the publicity 
that journalists have it m their power to dispense He let them feel 
that he did not need their favors, and just as he tried by the rather 
vulgar flamboyance of his dress to impress himself on society as "a 
man apart,” so m his naive and incautious sincerity he underlined 
continually that he was not to be measured by the same standard as 
the others. Even though he did this in the most casual way imag- 
inable, with a hearty laugh and in playful good spirits, the Parisians 
regarded his attitude as provocation. 

* Balzac’s weaknesses were too evident not to offer a hundred points 
„ ,9.1 attack to th e nimble j vit and malice of those who werejceady to 
take ad vantage o f them , and the newspapers all bubbled over with 
mocking humor at his expense. The greatest writer of his age beca me 
Jhe favoritejutt of mordant notices and imp udent c a ricatu res. On no 
one does ' 'society” take a more bitter revenge than on the man who 
despises yet cannot do without it. Balzac himself was not partic- 
ularly affected by his failure. He was too vigorous, too full of spirit 
and a sense of his own superiority to notice pinpricks, and he 
answered the smirks and scoffs of dandified bores or snobbish blue- 
stockings with the boisterous guffaw of a Rabelais. Magnanimous 
and creative even in his wrath, he countered the spitefulness of ex- 
asperated journalists and the smaller fry of literature not with petty 
polemics, but with the grandiose fresco painting of literary corrup- 
tion In the Illusions perdues. 

His genuine friends, on the other hand, were pained to see a man 
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of Balzac’s genius placed by his little snobbish weaknesses in a humil- 
iating situation which for the time being justified the gibes of which 
he was the target. Zulma Carraud, in her remote provincial town, 
realized sooner than he did himself that the fruits of paradise he 
hoped to pluck m Parisian society would before long turn to ashes 
in his mouth, and she implored him not to be an actor "in a world 
which demands a hundred times more from you than it can give m 
return.” In friendly warning she wrote to him: 

"Honore, you are now a celebrated author, but you are destined for 
something higher Mere fame is nothing to a man like you You should 
set yourself a higher goal ? If I had the courage I would say to you: 
'Why are you, out of pure vanity, wasting your unusual intelligence in 
such a foolish manner ? Give up this life of elegance. . ” 

Balzac, however, was to learn the lesson of bitter experience before 
the intoxication of early fame yielded to a sober realization of the 
truth of his own law that one cannot be a master in two spheres at 
once and that destiny intended him not to strut in a transient world 
of men and women who would soon forget him, but to immortalize 
this same world with its heights and its depths by the creative power 
of his pen. 

We ca n turn to innumerable contempo rary descriptions of Balzac 
as he was at this time. Some are merely amusing, others are witty; 
some are condescending, others are malicious or even venomous; but 
they all view him in the narrow, misleading perspective of Parisian 
society and journalism. ( We are shown Balzac in his blue coat with 
its chased gold buttons and carrying his massive jewel-encrusted club; 
Balzac en pantoufies; Balzac driving in his tilbury with groom and 
footman; Balzac strolling along the boulevard and reading all the 
shop signs to find names for his characters; Balzac the collector of 
bric-a-brac who hunted through the antique shops in the hope of 
picking up a Rembrandt for seven francs or a bowl by Benvenuto 
Cellini for twelve sous; Balzac the terror of his publishers and the 
bugbear of the compositors; Balzac the braggart and hoaxer who 
preached chastity as the essential prerequisite for creative work and 
Balzac the lover who changed his women more frequently than he 
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changed his shirt; Balzac the gourmand who could devour three 
dozen oysters at a sitting and follow it up with a steak and poultry; 
Balzac the visionary who talked of the millions he would derive from 
his mines, his hothouses, and his business interests, yet had to hide 
himself under a false name for weeks at a time because he was unable 
to pay a bill of a thousand francs.' 

It is not mere chance that three-quarters of the pictures of Balzac 
which have come down to us are not portraits but caricatures, or that 
his contemporaries recorded countless anecdotes about him but have 
not bequeathed to us a single accurate and important biography. It is 
clear from all this that the effect on the Parisians of Balzac’s person- 
ality was to make them regard him not as a genius, but as an eccentric, 
and in a certain sense they may have judged rightly. He was bound to 
appear eccentric in public because, in the real meaning of the word, 
he diverged from his orbit as soon as he quitted his room, his writing- 
table, and his work. The essential Balzac was invisible to the Gozlans, 
the Werdets, and the Janins, to the idlers and the strollers on the 
boulevards, because they only knew him during the "one hour a day * 9 
he had to give to the world and not during the twenty-three hours of 
his creative solitude. When he went out among his fellow-men it 
was like the brief respite allowed to a prisoner when he walks in the 
prison yard for a breath of fresh air. Like the ghost that on the last 
stroke of midnight has to vanish back to the dark regions whence it 
came, so Balzac had to return to his labors after his interlude of 
uncurbed exuberance, and none of those who indulged in irony at 
his expense had any inkling of the greatness of his work or the austere 
discipline under which it was carried out. The essential Balzac was 
the one who in twenty years, apart from numerous dramas, short 
stories, and essays, wrote seventy-four novels of which almost every 
one is of the first rank. And these seventy-four novels contain a 
world of their own with all the different landscapes, streets, houses, 
and characters required to populate it. 

This is the only standard by which Balzac can be measured. In his 
work alone can the real Balzac be recognized. The man whom his 
contemporaries regarded as a foolish eccentric possessed the most 
disciplined artistic intelligence of the age. While they jeered at him 
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for his extravagance he was an industrious ascetic with the steadfast, 
persevering patience of an anchorite. Those who chose the middle 
way and were secure in their consciousness of being normal human 
beings scoffed at him for his tendency to exaggeration, but he pro- 
duced more from that creative mind of his than all his colleagues put 
together. He was perhaps the only one of whom it could truthfully 
be said that he worked himself to death. His calendar was different 
from that of his contemporaries. Their day was his night, and their 
night was his day. His real life was lived in a world of his own, a 
world that he had made himself, and the true Balzac was seen and 
heard only by the four walls of the room in which he wrote. No 
contemporary could have written his biography; that is contained 
in his books themselves. 


* * * 

Let us take a day in Balzac’s working life, a day typical of thou- 
sands. 

Eight o’clock in the evening. The citizens of Paris have long since 
finished their day’s work and left their offices, shops, or factories. 
After having dined either with their families, or their friends, or 
alone, they were beginning to pour out into the streets in search of 
pleasure. Some strolled along the boulevards or sat in cafes, others 
were still putting the finishing touches to their toilet before the 
mirror prior to a visit to the theater or a salon. Balzac alone was 
asleep in his darkened room, dead to the world after sixteen or 
seventeen hours spent at his desk. 

Nine o’clock. In the theaters the curtain had already gone up, the 
ballrooms were crowded with whirling couples, the gambling-houses 
echoed to the chink of gold, in the side streets furtive lovers pressed 
deeper into the shadows — but Balzac slept on. 

Ten o’clock. Here and there lights were being extinguished in 
houses, the older generation was thinking of bed, fewer carriages 
could be heard rolling over the cobbles, the voices of the city grew 
softer — and Balzac slept. 

Eleven o’clock. The final curtain was falling in the theaters, the 
last guests were turning homeward from the parties or salons, the 
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restaurants were dimming their lights, the last pedestrians were dis- 
appearing from the streets, the boulevards were emptying as a final 
wave of noisy revelers disappeared into the side streets and trickled 
away — and Balzac slept on. 

Midnight. Paris was silent. Millions of eyes had closed. Most of 
the lights had gone out. Now that the others were resting it was time 
for Balzac to work Now that the others were dreaming it was time 
for him to wake Now that the day was ended for the rest of Paris 
his day was about to begin. No one could come to disturb him, no 
visitors to bother him, no letters to cause him disquiet. No creditors 
could knock at his door and no printers send their messengers to 
insist on a further installment of manuscript or corrected proofs. A 
vast stretch of time, eight to ten hours of perfect solitude, lay before 
him in which to work at his vast undertaking. Just as the furnace 
which fuses the cold, brittle ore into infrangible steel must not be 
allowed to cool down, so he knew that the tensity of his vision must 
not be allowed to slacken- "My thoughts must drip from my brow 
like water from a fountain. The process is entirely unconscious ” 

He recognized only the law which his work decreed: "It is impos- 
sible for me to work when I have to break off and go out I never 
work merely for one or two hours at a stretch/' It was only at night, 
when time was boundless and undivided, that continuity was possible, 
and in order to obtain this continuity of work he reversed the normal 
division of time and turned his night into day. 

Awakened by his servant knocking gently on the door, Balzac rose 
and donned his robe. This was the garment which he had found by 
years of experience to be the most convenient for his work. In winter 
it was of warm cashmere, in summer of thin linen, long and white, 
permitting complete freedom of movement, open at the neck, provid- 
ing adequate warmth without being oppressive, and perhaps a further 
reason why he had chosen it was because its resemblance to a monk's 
robe unconsciously reminded him that he was in service to a higher 
law and bound, so long as he wore it, to abjure the outside world and 
its temptations. A woven cord (later replaced by a golden chain) was 
tied loosely round this monkish garment, and in place of crucifix and 
scapular there dangled a paper-knife and a pair of scissors. After 
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taking a few steps up and down the room to shake the last vestiges of 
sleep from his mind and send the blood circulating more swiftly 
through his veins, Balzac was ready. 

The servant had kindled the six candles in the silver candelabra 
on the table and drawn the curtains tightly as if this were a visible 
symbol that the outer world was now completely shut off, for Balzac 
did not want to measure his hours of work by the sun or the stars. 
He did not care to see the dawn or to know that Paris was waking to 
a new day. The material objects around him faded into the shadows 
— the books ranged along the walls, the wails themselves, the doors 
and windows and all that lay beyond them Only the creatures of his 
own mind were to speak and act and live. He was creating a world of 
his own, a world that was to endure. 

Balzac sat down at the table where, as he said, "I cast my life into 
the crucible as the alchemist casts his gold.” It was a small, unpre- 
tentious, rectangular table, which he loved more than the most valu- 
able of his possessions. It meant more to him than his stick that was 
studded with turquoises, more than the silver plate that he had pur- 
chased piece by piece, more than his sumptuously bound books, more 
than the celebrity he had already won, for he had carried it with him 
from one lodging to another, salvaged it from bankruptcies and 
catastrophes, rescued it like a soldier dragging a helpless comrade 
from the turmoil of battle. Jt was the sole c onfidant of his keenes t 
pleasure and his bitterest g rief, the sole silent witness of h is real life: 
"It has seen all my wretchedness, knows all my plans, has overheard 
my thoughts. My arm almost committed violent assault upon it as 
my pen raced along the sheets.” No human being knew so much 
about him, and with no woman did he share so many nights of ardent 
companionship. It was at this table that Balzac lived — and worked 
himself to death. 

A last look round to make sure that everything was in place. Like 
every truly fanatical worker, Balzac was pedantic in his method of 
work. He loved his tools as a soldier loves his weapons, and before 
he flung himself into the fray he had to know that they were ready 
to his hand. To his left lay the neat piles of blank paper The paper 
had been carefully chosen and the sheets were of a special size and 
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shape, of a slightly bluish tinge so as not to dazzle or tire the eyes and 
with a particularly smooth surface over which his quill could skim 
without resistance. His pens had been prepared with equal care. He 
would use no other than ravens’ quills. Next to the inkwell — not the 
expensive one of malachite that had been a gift from some admirers, 
but the simple one that had accompanied him in his student days — 
stood a bottle or two of ink in reserve. He would have no precaution 
neglected that would serve to insure the smooth, uninterrupted flow 
of his work. To his right lay a small notebook in which he now and 
then entered some thought or idea that might come in useful for a 
later chapter. There was no other equipment. Books, papers, research 
material were all unnecessary. Balzac had digested everything in his 
mind before he began to write. 

He leaned back in his chair and rolled back the sleeve of his robe 
to allow free play to his right hand. Then he spurred himself on with 
half-jesting remarks addressed to himself, like a coachman encourag- 
ing his horses to pull on the shafts. Or he might have been compared 
to a swimmer stretching his arms and easing his joints before taking 
the steep plunge from the diving-board. 

Balzac wrote and wrote, without pause and without hesitation. 
Once the flame of his imagination was kindled it continued to 
glow. It was like a forest fire, the blaze leaping from tree to tree and 
growing hotter and more voracious in the process. Swiftly as his pen 
sped over the paper, the words could hardly keep pace with his 
thoughts. The more he wrote the more he abbreviated the words so 
as not to have to think more slowly. He could not allow any inter- 
ruption of his inner vision, and he did not raise his pen from the 
paper until either an attack of cramp compelled his fingers to loosen 
their hold or the writing swam before his eyes and he was dizzy with 
fatigue. 

The streets were silent and the only sound in the room was the 
soft swish of the quill as it passed smoothly over the surface of the 
paper or from tune to time the rustle of a sheet as it was added to the 
written pile. Outside the day was beginning to dawn, but Balzac did 
not see it. His day was the small circle of light cast by the candles, 
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and he was aware of neither space nor time, but only of the world 
that he was himself fashioning. 

Now and then the machine threatened to run down. Even the most 
immeasurable will-power cannot prolong indefinitely the natural 
measure of a man’s physical strength. After five or six hours of con- 
tinuous writing Balzac felt that he must call a temporary halt. His 
fingers had grown numb, his eyes were beginning to water, his back 
hurt, his temples throbbed, and his nerves could no longer bear the 
strain. Another man would have been content with what he had 
already done and would have stopped work for the night, but Balzac 
refused to yield. The horse must run the allotted course even if it 
foundered under the spur. If the sluggish carcass declined to keep up 
the pace recourse must be had to the whip. Balzac rose from his chair 
and went over to the table on which stood the coffee pot. 

Coffee was the black oil that started .the engine running again; for 
Balzac it was more important than eating or sleeping. He hated 
tobacco, which could not stimulate him to the pitch necessary for the 
intensity with which he worked. "Tobacco is injurious to the body, 
attacks the mind, and makes whole nations dull-witted,” but he sang 
a paean in praise of coffee: 

"Coffee glides down into one’s stomach and sets everything in motion. 
One’s ideas advance in column of route like battalions of the Grande 
Armee Memories come up at the double bearing the standards which 
are to lead the troops into battle. The light cavalry deploys at the gallop. 
The artillery of logic thunders along with its supply wagons and shells. 
Brilliant notions join in the combat as sharpshooters. The characters don 
their cost um es, the paper is covered with ink, the battle has begun and 
ends with an outpouring of black fluid like a real battlefield enveloped 
in swathes of black smoke from the expended gunpowder. 

Without coffee he could not work, or at least he could not have 
worked in the way he did. In addition to paper and pens he took 
with him everywhere as an indispensable article of equipment the 
coffee-machine, which was no less important to him than his table or 
his white robe. He rarely allowed anybody else to prepare his coffee 
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since nobody else would have prepared the stimulating poison in 
such strength and blackness. And just as in a sort of superstitious 
fetishism he would use only a particular kind of paper and a certain 
type of pen, so he mixed his coffee according to a special recipe, 
which has been recorded by one of his friends* 'This coffee was 
composed of three different varieties of bean — Bourbon, Martinique, 
and Mocha He bought the Bourbon in the rue de Montblanc, the 
Martinique in the rue des Vieilles Audnettes, and the Mocha in the 
Faubourg St. Germain from a dealer m the rue de rUniversite whose 
name I have forgotten though I repeatedly accompanied Balzac on 
his shopping expeditions. Each time it involved half a day’s journey 
right across Paris, but to Balzac good coffee was worth the trouble/' 
Coffee was his hashish, and since like every drug it had to be taken 
in continually stronger doses if it was to maintain its effect, he had 
to swallow more and more of the murderous elixir to keep pace with 
the increasing strain on his nerves. Of one of his books he said that 
it had been finished only with the help of "stre am s of coffee.” In 
1845, after nearly twenty years of overindulgence, he admitted that 
his whole organism had been poisoned by incessant recourse to the 
stimulant and complained that it was growing less and less effective, 
and that it caused him dreadful pains in the stomach. If his fifty 
th ousan d cups of strong coff ee (which is the number he is estimated 
to have drunk by a certain statistician) accelerated the writing of the 
vast cycle of the Comedte humaine, they were also responsible for 
the premature failure of a heart that was originally as sound as a 
I! bell. Dr. Nacquart, his lifelong friend and physician, certified as the 
real cause of his death "an old heart trouble, aggravated by working 
at night and the use, or rather abuse, of coffee, to which he had to 
! have recourse in order to combat the normal human need for sleep/' 
The clock struck eight at last and there came a tap at the door. 
His servant, Auguste, entered with a modest breakfast on a tray. 
Balzac rose from the table where he had been writing since midnight 
The time had come for a brief rest. Auguste drew back the curtains, 
and Balzac stepped to the window to glance at the city which he had 
set out to conquer He again became conscious that there was another 
world and another Paris, a Paris that was beginning its work now 
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that his own labors had for the time being come to an end Shops 
were opening, children were hastening to school, carriages were 
rolling along the streets, in offices and counting-houses men were 
sitting down at their desks. 

To relax his exhausted body and refresh himself for the further 
tasks that awaited him, Balzac took a hot bath. He usually spent an 
hour in the tub, as Napoleon had liked to do, for it was the only 
place where he could meditate without being disturbed — meditate 
without having immediately to write down the substance of his 
thoughts, surrender himself to the voluptuous pleasure of creative 
dreaming without the necessity for simultaneous physical effort. 
Hardly had he resumed his robe, however, when steps could be 
heard outside the door. Messengers were arriving from his various 
printers, like Napoleon’s dispatch-riders sent during the battle to 
maintain contact between the command post and the battalions that 
were carrying out his orders. The first arrival demanded a fresh in- 
stallment of the current novel, the still damp manuscript of the night 
that had just passed. Everything that Balzac wrote had to be set up 
in print at once, not only because the newspaper or publisher was 
waiting for it as for the payment of a debt that was due — every novel 
had been sold before it was written — but because Balzac in the trance- 
like state in which he worked did not know what he was writing or 
what he had already written. Even his keen eye could not survey the 
dense jungle of his manuscripts. Only when they were in print and 
he could review them paragraph by paragraph, like companies of 
soldiers marching past at an inspection, was the general in Balzac 
able to discern whether he had won the battle or whether he had to 
renew the assault. 

Other messengers from the printers, the newspapers, or the pub- 
lishers brought proofs of the pages he had written two nights before 
and sent to press on the previous day, together with the second or 
third proofs of earlier installments. Whole piles of fresh galleys, 
often five or six dozen of them still damp from the proof-press, 
overflowed his little table and claimed his attention. 

( At nine o’clock his brief respite was at an end. His form of rest, 
as" he once said, consisted of a change of task. But correcting proof s 
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was not an easy business so far as Balzac was concerned. It involved 
not merely the elimination of printers’ errors and slight emendations 
of style or content, but the complete rewriting; and re casti ng of the 
origina l manuscript In fact he regarded the first printed proofs as a 
preliminary draft, and to no task did he devote more passionate 
energy than to the gradual shaping of his plastic prose in a sequence 
of proof-sheets which he scrutinized and altered time after time with 
a keen sense of artistic responsibility. In everything that concerned 
his work he was tyrannical and pedantic, and he insisted on the 
galleys being printed according to rules that he himself laid down. 
The sheets had to be specially long and wide, so that the printed text 
looked like the pip on an ace in a pack of playing cards. The margins 
to right and left, above and below, were vast blank spaces for cor- 
rections and alterations. Moreover, he would not accept proofs 
printed on the usual cheap yellowish paper, but demanded a white 
background against which every letter could stand out clearly. 

Balzac sat down again at his little table. The first swift glance — he 
possessed the gift of his Louis Lambert of being able to read six or 
seven lines at once — was followed by a wrathful stab of the pen. 
He was dissatisfied. Everything he had written on the previous day, 
and the day before that, was bad. The meaning was obscure, the 
syntax confused, the style defective, the sequence clumsy. It must all 
be changed and made clearer, simpler, less unwieldy. The frenzy 
with which he attacked the square of printed text, like a cavalryman 
charging at a solid phalanx of the enemy, can be seen from the savage 
jabs and strokes from his spluttering pen that stretch right across the 
sheet. A saber thrust with his quill and a sentence was tom from its 
context and flung to the right, a single word was speared and hurled 
to the left, whole paragraphs were wrenched out and others plugged 
in. The normal symbols used as directions to the compositor no 
longer sufficed, and Balzac had to employ symbols of his own inven- 
tion. Before long there was not enough room in the margins for 
further corrections, which now contained more matter than the 
printed text. The marginal corrections themselves were scored with 
symbols drawing the compositor’s attention to supplementary after- 
thoughts, until what had once been a desert of white space with an 
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oasis of text in the middle was covered with a spider’s web of inter- 
secting lines, and he had to turn the sheet over to continue his correc- 
tions on the back. Yet even that was not enough. When there was no 
more space for the symbols and criss-cross lines by which the un- 
happy compositor was to find his way about, Balzac had recourse to 
his scissors. Unwanted passages were removed bodily and fresh paper 
pasted over the gap. The beginning of a section would be stuck in 
the middle and a new beginning written, the whole text was dug up 
and raked over, and this chaotic mass of printed text, interpolated 
corrections and alterations, symbols, lines, and blots went back to the 
printer in an incomparably more illegible and unintelligible state 
than the original manuscript. 

In the newspaper and printing offices laughing throngs gathered 
round to examine the astonishing scrawl. The most experienced com- 
positors declared their inability to decipher it, and though they were 
offered double wages they refused to set up more than une heure de 
Balzac a day. It took months before a man learned the science of 
unraveling his hieroglyphics, and even then a special proofreader 
had to revise the compositor’s often very hypothetical surmises. 

Their task, however, was still only in its initial stages. When 
Balzac received the second set of galleys, he flung himself upon them 
with the same rage as before. Once more he would tear apart the 
whole laboriously constructed edifice, bestrewing each sheet from 
top to bottom with further emendations and blots, until it was no less 
involved and illegible than its predecessor. And this would happen 
six or seven times, except that in the later proofs he no longer broke 
up whole paragraphs but merely altered individual sentences and 
ultimately confined himself to the substitution of single words. In 
the case of some of his book s Balzac recorrected the proof-sheets as 
many as fift een or sixteen time s, and this alone gives us a faint idea 
of his extraordinary productivity. In twenty years he not only wrote 
his seventy-four novels, his short stories, and his sketches ,, but h e 
rewrote them again and again before they finally appeared in print . 

Neither financial need nor the entreaties of his publishers, who 
alternated between friendly reproaches and legal action, could dis- 
suade Balzac from pursuing his expensive system. On numerous oc- 
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casions he forfeited [half his fee 2 and sometimes the whole of it, 
because he had to pay the cost of corrections and resetting out of his 
own pocket. B ut it was a matter_of artistic integrity, and on this point 
he remained inexorable. The editor of a newspaper once printed an 
installment of one of his novels without waiting for the final proof 
or obtaining Balzac's imprimatur, with the result that Balzac broke 
off relations with him for ever To the outside world he appeared 
frivolous, slipshod, and covetous, but as an artist he waged the most 
conscientious and unyielding struggle of any writer in modern litera- 
ture. Because he alone knew of the energy and self-sacrifice that went 
to the perfection of his work in his secluded laboratory, where his 
painstaking absorption was invisible to those who saw only the 
finished product, he treasured his proof-sheets as the sole faithful 
and reliable witnesses. They were his pride, the pride not so much 
of the artist as of the worker, the indefatigable craftsman.^He there- 
fore compiled one copy of each of his books, made up of the suc- 
cessive layers of revised proofs in their various stages together with 
the original manuscript, and had it bound in a massive volume that 
sometimes com p rised ab out two th ousand page s as compared with 
the two hundred or so of th e published no vel. In some cases the 
manuscript was merely attached instead of being bound in with the 
proofs. As Napoleon distributed princely or ducal titles and coats-of- 
arms to his Field Marshals and other loyal adherents, Balzac pre- 
sented these volumes from the vast realm of the Comedie humaine 
to his friends as the most precious gift he had to bestow: 

*1 offer these volumes only to those who love me They are witnesses to 

my lengthy labors and to that patience of which I have spoken to you. 

It was these dreadful pages on which I spent my nights/' 

Most of them were given to Madame de Hanska, but Madame de 
Castries, the Countess Guidoboni-Visconti, and his sister were also 
among the recipients. That the few people singled out for such an 
honor were fully conscious of the value of these unique documents 
may be judged from the reply of Dr. Nacquart when he received as 
a reward for his years of friendship and medical care the volume con- 
taining the proof-sheets of he lys dans la vallee: 
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'This is a truly remarkable monument, and it should be made accessible 
to all who believe m the perfection of beauty m art How instructive 
too it would be for the public, which believes that the productions of 
the mind are conceived and created with as little effort as they can be 
read 1 I wish my library could be set up m the middle of the Place 
Vendome, so that those who appreciate your genius might learn to 
estimate at their true value the conscientiousness and tenacity with 
which you work.” 

With the exception of Beethoven’s notebooks there are hardly any 
documents existing today in which the artist’s struggle for expression 
is more tangibly demonstrated than in these volumes. The elemental 
force with which Balzac was endowed, the titanic energy that went 
to the making of his books, can here be studied more vividly than in 
any portrait or contemporary anecdote. Only by knowing them can 
we know the real Balzac. 

T he th ree or four hou rs dur ing wh ich h e worked at his pro ofs.,, 
which he jokingly called " fairs sa cmsine ktteraire,” took up the 
whole forenoon. Then he pushed aside the pile of papers and re- 
freshed himself with a light lunch, consisting of an egg, a sandwich 
or two, or a little pasty. He was fond of good living and the heavy, 
greasy dishes of his native Touraine, the tasty nllettes, the crisp 
capons and the juicy red meat, while he knew the red and white 
wines of his home province as a pianist knows his keyboard; but 
while he was working he denied himself every luxury. He was aware 
that eating makes a man sluggish, and he had no time to be sluggish. 
There was no time even for an interlude of rest, and he very soon 
moved his armchair up to the little table again either to continue 
correcting proofs, jot down memoranda, work at an article or two, 
or write letters. 

At last, towa rd five o’clock, he laid aside his p en for the day. He 
had seen nobody and had not even cast a glance at a newspaper, but 
now he could ease off a little. Auguste served supper, and he would 
sometimes receive a visit from a publisher or a friend, but generally 
he remained alone with his thoughts, which perhaps revolved round 
the work he was to do during the coming night He never, or hardly 
ever, went out into the street, for he was too fatigued. At eight 
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o'clock, when others were going out to seek their pleasures, he went 
to bed and fell asleep at once. His sleep was deep and dreamless. 
Like everything else he did, it was characterized by extreme intensity. 
He slept to forget that all the work he had already done would not 
relieve him of the work which was to be done on the morrow, and 
the morrow after that, until the last hour of his life. At midnight his 
servant entered, lit the candles, and therewith kindled once more the 
flame of work in the awakened Balzac. 

★ & * 

This was the way in which Balzac worked for weeks and months 
at a stretch. He brooked no interruption until the task in hand was 
finished, and the intervals between the periods of utter absorption 
were always brief. One book followed upon another like a serie s of 
sti tches in the vast fabric that was both his life's work an d his shroud. 
He groaned in despair: "It is always the same. Night after night, and 
volume after volume! The structure I am trying to build is so tall 
and so wide. . . 

(Often he would be assailed by the fear that he was missing life 
itself, and he rattled the chains that were of his own forging: "In a 
single month I have to do what others could not bring to completion 
in a whole year or more." But work had become for him a com- 
pulsive necessity and he was unable to stop: "When I work I forget 
my sufferings. Work is my salvation.") 

Varied as his work was, that made no difference to its continuity: 
"When I am not writing I am thinking over my plans, and when I 
am not writing or thinking I have proofs to correct. That is what 
my life consists of." 

He lived with a chain round his ankle and it clanked even when 
he tried to escape. If he went on a journey he still had to write. When 
he was in love and traveled to see the woman on whom his passions 
were set, these passions were subordinated to a higher obligation. 
When he announced a forthcoming visit to Madame de Hanska or 
to Madame de Castries, he might be burning with impatience 
and drunk with desire but he warned his mistress in a letter that she 
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would never be able to see him before five o'clock in the afternoon 
Only after he had finished his relentless twelve to fifteen hours' work 
for the day could he devote himself to the lady of his choice Work 
came before love. The Comedte humaine was more important than 
the world of reality. 

When we think of Balzac's output during these twenty years, we 
can only marvel all the more if we take into account his private 
affairs and business transactions. Whereas Goethe or Voltaire always 
had two or three secretaries at his beck and call, and even a Saince- 
Beuve employed someone to do his spade-work for him, ("Balzac 
looked after his entire correspondence and conducted all business 
matters without any help whatsoever. With the exception of the last 
moving letter from his death-bed, when his fingers were unable to 
guide the pen and he could only add a postscript to a letter written 
by his wife — "I can no longer read or write” — every page of his 
books, every line of his correspondence, was written by his own hand 
He arranged his contracts and went through all the formalities m 
connection with the lawsuits in which he was involved without either 
an amanuensis, business agent, or professional adviser. He took 
charge of the shopping for his household, gave orders in person to 
the tradespeople, and later on even looked after the financial affairs 
of Madame de Hanska and gave advice to his family. The degree to 
which he used up his energies verged on the pathological, but there ^ 
were moments when he realized that such an unnatural expenditure 
of effort must have disastrous results: "'Sometimes it seems to me as 
if my brain were on fire and as if I were fated to die on the ruins of 
my mind.” 

When he allowed himself a rest after periods of overwork and 
strain it was always dangerously like a collapse: "I sleep eighteen 
hours a day, and during the other six hours I do nothing.” His 
method of resting after an excess of work was itself a form of excess, 
and similarly when he was able to summon the strength to seek 
diversion. When he left his cell and sought the company of his 
fellow-men his mind was still in a state of excitement. After w6eks 
of solitude during which he had hardly heard the sound of his own 
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voice, he would monopolize the conversation as if from a pent-up 
urge to mock and laugh and bubble over with wit and comment. 
When he entered a shop he was still under the spell of the fictitious 
millions with which he had juggled in the stories that had poured 
from his brain, and he spent money as if it had no meaning for him. 
After weeks of frugal living he gormandized with reckless appetite, 
and when he traveled the horses could not be spurred on fast enough. 

\ All his actions retained something of the exuberant fantasy that is to 
\ be found m his novels and were instinct with a joyous vigor. He was 
: like one of those bluff and hearty sailors of former days who had not 
seen land, slept in a bed, or spoken to a woman for months at a time, 
and, when their ship reached port after surmounting the manifold 
dangers of the sea, would fling a bulging purse upon the table, drink 
their fill, and create an uproar from the sheer explosive joy of living. 
i| Or he might have been compared to a racehorse that had been kept 
too long in its stable, and instead of starting off at a comfortable trot 
shot forward straight away like a rocket as soon as it breathed the 
intoxicating air of freedom and was able to give free play to its 
muscles. That was how Balzac behaved during the brief intervals of 
relief from his self-imposed ascetic discipline!) 

Yet the Gozlans, the Werdets, the whole tribe of journalistic 
gossipmongers, vented th e ir cheap wit and jeered like the dwarfs of 
Lilkput at the gian t who had been released from captivity and was 
stalking in their midst. They made a note of the little anecdotes that 
were going the rounds about his ridiculous dandyism and childish 
vanity and they printed them assiduously in their papers, so that 
every blockhead could feel he was cleverer than the great Balzac. 
None of them understood that in a man who worked as Balzac 
worked it would have been abnormal if he had behaved normally , 
if he had kept careful account of each franc and invested his savings 
in the four per cents, if after holding sway in the magic dream-world 
he controlled he had followed the fashionable conventions of the 
salons when he emerged into the world of actuality, if he had con- 
strained his creative genius within the bounds of cool, diplomatic 
calculation. The witlings could o nly ca ricature the grotesque shadow 
w hich his giga ntic figure c ast on the wa ll jis it pas sed by. His con- 
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temporaries knew nothing of his real nature, for like a ghost allowed 
to roam a world to which it did not belong only until the inexorable 
striking of the clock called it back to the shades, Balzac had but a few 
brief hours in which to enjoy the breath of freedom. Then he was 
summoned back to his solitary retreat, to the world which he had 
himself created and which for him was the only real one. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

The Duchesse de Castries 


B ALZAC’S real form of existence was work, and he enjoyed 
with a secret pleasure and admiration the demonic energy 
i and creative will-power which enabled him to extract the 
maximum, and even more than the maximum, from his 
massive body and elastic mind. He cast his days and nights into the 
fiery furnace and declared proudly: "Mes debauches sent mes 
travaux” Getting the utmost out of life was essential to his way of 
working. 

Yet the most tyrannical will cannot entirely suppress the demands 
of a man's nature, which is bound to rebel against an unnatural way 
of life that seeks satisfaction in the imagination alone and tries to 
dull the edge of appetite by absorption in some specific task. At 
times — and ever more frequently as he grew older — Balza c was as - 
sailed by the grim foreboding that his best years wer e slipping away 
from him. that even the most sublime form of artistic creation could 
be no more than a surrogate for life itself. * T am attempting to con - 
centrate my life in my brain,” he admitted to Zulma C arraud, but 
this was something he could not completely achieve. The artist, who 
was also an epicure, groaned under the ascetic monotony of his daily 
round. The man demanded a more fiery form of expression than 
pouring out words to unresponsive paper. The creator of character, 
who portrayed women in love with men, needed a woman whom he 
could love and by whom he would be loved. 

How was such a woman to be found? Here again his work jeal- 
ously barred his path. He had no time to seek a wife or a mistress. 
He could not look around at his leisure, and it is touching to see how 
over and over again he charged both his sister and Zulma Carraud 



THE DUCHESSE DE CASTRIES 15I 

to find Mm a suitable wife who would deliver him from his emotional 
stress and tortured longings. 

His sudden celebrity brought a strange turn, for when he was 
already on the verge of despair at the seeming impossibility of ever 
finding the woman he wanted, women began to seek him out 
Women always have a preference for the writer who is concerned 
with their problems, and Balzac’s predilection for his women charac- 
ters, whom he depicted as the unhappy, misunderstood victims of 
man, the allowances he made for their failings, his sympathy with 
abandoned, outcast, or aging females, stirred the curiosity not only 
of the Parisiennes. From the remotest corners of provincial France, 
from Germany, Russia, and Poland, came letters to the author who 
had "plumbed the heights and the depths.” 

In general Balzac was a negligent correspondent. He rarely an- 
swered letters, and one will seek in vain for intellectual discussions 
with the outstanding men of his time. But these letters from his 
women readers gave him pleasure and at the same time caused him a 
certain mental excitement. To his imaginative mind every communi- 
cation of this kind implied the possibility of a novel to be experienced 
in real life, and in enthusiastic anticipation of spiritual communion 
he would address to women who were complete strangers to him 
confessions and outpourings of the heart that he denied his closest 
friends. 

One day, on the 5th of October, 1831, there was forwarded to 
him at Sache, where he was staying with his friends the Margonnes, 
a letter which awakened his particular interest. We know from his 
novels how his imagination could be kindled by the most trifling 
details. In this case the quality of the notepaper, the handwriting, 
and the mode of expression inspired Mm with the presentiment that 
the writer, who did not sign her name, but used an English pseu- 
donym, must be a lady of high rank, possibly of the highest rank. 
He at once allowed full play to his airy dreams. She must be young, 
beautiful, and unhappy, a woman who had gone through tragic 
experiences and was undoubtedly either a countess , a marquise, or 
a duchess. 

His curiosity — and perhaps Ms snobbishness, too — gave him no 
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rest. He straightway replied to his unknown correspondent in a letter 
six pages long He knew nothing, as he said, of her age and circum- 
stances, and he intended at first only to defend himself against the 
charge of frivolity she had brought against him after reading his 
Phystologie du manage. But Balzac was incapable of keeping his 
enthusiasm within bounds. When he wanted to show his admiration 
it had to be expressed in terms of ecstasy, and when he opened his 
heart it was an orgy of confession. He confided to her that it was his 
intention to marry none but a widow, painted the ideal object of his 
desires in half-sentimental, half-passionate colors, and told her of 
his "most secret plans for the future.” La peau de chagrin , he in- 
formed her, was to be the keystone of a monumental structure — the 
Comedie humaine — and he wasj'full of pride at having attempted it, 
even though I should fail in my intention.” 

The unknown recipient of this missive must have been astounded 
when she read this intimate self-revelation instead of the polite reply, 
or at most the page or two of literary argument, which she no doubt 
expected. She appears to have answered without delay, and a cor- 
respondence developed between them of which unfortunately little 
has survived. It led to a mutual desire for personal acquaintance. 
The unknown already knew something about Balzac, apart from 
what was common gossip, and his picture had appeared in a number 
of papers, but he knew nothing about her. His curiosity must have 
been stimulated to the pitch of almost uncontrollable impatience to 
find out whether she was indeed young and beautiful, whether she 
was one of those tragic souls that were yearning for consolation, 
whether she was merely a sentimental blue-stocking, the overeducated 
daughter of some prosperous bourgeois, or (audacious hope!) in very 
truth a countess, a marquise, or a duchess. 

It turned out to be a triumph for Balzac’s psychological Instinct. 
His unknown correspondent was a marquise, with eventual succes- 
sion to the title of duchess. Unlike his former amorosa, the Duchesse 
d’Abrantes, who owed her fresh patent of nobility to the Corsican 
usurper, she was of th e best and bluest blood to be found in the 
faubourg St. Germain . The father of the Marquise, later Duchesse, 
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Henriette Marie de Castries was the Due de Maille, formerly a Mar- 
shal of France, whose coat-of-arms could be traced back to the elev- 
enth century, while her mother had been a Duchesse de Fitz- James, 
that is to say, one of the royal Stuarts Her husband, the Marquis de 
Castries, was a grandson of the famous Marshal of the same name 
and the son of a Duchesse de Guines. Balzac’s almost morbid craze 
for the a rist ocracy cou ld hardly have been more completely satisfied 
than by a family tree with branches so impressively entwined on both 
sides. In age, too, she fulfilled his ideal to perfection She was thirty- 
five, and could therefore be regarded as a " femme de trente ans” 
In other respects she was jh e m ost Balzacian type of all, for sh e was 
s entimenta l , unhappy, disappointed w o man with a love story in her 
past that was no less celebrated in Parisian society than La peau de 
chagrin and had even been utilized by Stendhal in his first book, 
Armance . 

Balzac had little difficulty in discovering the details of her roman- 
tic story. At the age of twenty-two, when she was one of the most 
beautiful young women in the French aristocracy, she had met the 
son of the all-powerful Austrian Chancellor Metternich. She fell 
passionately in love with the young man, who had inherited his 
fathers looks and social charm, though not his robust health, and 
since the French haute noblesse still adhered to the enlightened 
philosophic tradition of the eighteenth century her husband would 
have been prepared to connive at a love-affair, however passionate, 
if kept within discreet bounds. But with a sincerity of purpose which 
stirred the enthusiasm not only of Stendhal, but of the whole of 
Parisian society, the two lovers scorned any compromise. Madame de 
Castries quitted her husband’s house, Prince Victor Metternich aban- 
doned his brilliant career, and with utter unconcern for the opinion 
of the world they determined to live only for each other and for their 
mutual love. The romantic couple traveled in the most beautiful 
parts of Europe and led a free, nomadic existence in Switzerland and 
Italy. Soon a son was born to them, the idolized pledge of their 
happiness, upon whom the Austrian Emperor later conferred the 
title of Baron von Aldenburg. 
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Such fortune, however, was too perfect to last. Catastrophe de- 
scended from a cloudless sky. While out hunting the Marquise had 
an unlucky fall from her horse and damaged her spine. Since then 
she had had to spend the greater part of the day reclining on a sofa 
or in bed, and it was not long before she was deprived even of her 
lover’s tender care. In November 1829 Victor Metternich died of 
consumption. This was a heavier blow than the accident in the hunt- 
ing-field. Unable to remain longer amid the landscapes whose beauty 
she had seen only in the reflected glow of their love, she returned to 
Paris. She did not, however, resume her place in her husband’s house 
or in the society whose conventions she had flouted. She passed her 
days in complete retirement in her father’s mansion, the Palais de 
Castellane, and, denying herself to her former friends, she sought the 
companionship only of books. 

To carry on a correspondence with such a woman, to be addressed 
by her in friendly terms, could not but stir the heart of Balzac, for in 
every way she was the realization of his boldest dreams. An aristo- 
crat, a femme de trente ans, a femme ahandonnee, had selected him, 
Balzac, the grandson of a peasant and the son of a quondam petit 
bourgeois , for such an honor! What a triumph over the Victor Hugos, 
the Dumas, the De Mussets, who had taken bourgeois women for 
their wives, and actresses, writers, or cocottes for their mistresses! 
And what an excess of triumph it would be if he should succeed in 
acquiring the right to boast of more than friendship, if after a petty 
aristocrat like Madame de Bemy and a parvenu duchess like Madame 
d’Abrantes he should become the lover or even the husband of a 
^genuine duchess of the old French nobility , the successor of a Prince 
Metternich whose father he had succeeded in the case of the Du- 
chesse d’Abrantes! With restless impatience he awaited the invitation 
that would permit him to pay a personal call on the illustrious un- 
known. At last, on the 26th of February, a letter arrived containing 
this "sign of confidence,” and he replied at once that he hastened to 
accept her "generous offer” despite the risk he ran "of losing con- 
siderably on personal acquaintance.” 

He answered her letter so precipitately, in such a state of happiness 
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and rapture, that he overlooked another which lay on his table un- 
opened. It had arrived that day from Russia and was from another 
woman who signed herself "L’Etr anger e.” 

★ ★ ★ 

It goes without saying that Balzac could not help falling in love 
with Madame de Castries even before he saw her. If she had turned 
out to be ugly or stupid, quarrelsome or spiteful, it would have made 
no difference to his feelings, for all his emotions, including love, were 
dominated by his will. Before he had completed his elaborate toilet, 
put on his new suit, and seated himself in his carriage for the drive 
to the Palais de Castellane he had firmly made up his mind to love 
this woman and to be loved by her in return. As he was to do later in 
the case of the woman whose letter he had left lying unopened on his ’ 
table, he had fashioned the Marquise de Castries into the ideal figure 
to whom he intended to allot the role of heroine in his own life story. 

The first chapters were indeed entirely in accord with his imagina- 
tive conception. Lying on a sofa in a drawing-room furnished with 
great taste and distinction, a young woman awaited him, though not 
too young, looking a little pale, a little tired, a woman who had loved, 
who knew all that love implied, and who needed solace in her loneli- 
ness. And wonderful to relate, this aristocrat whose intercourse 
hitherto had been with dukes and princes, and whose lover had been 
the slim, elegant son of the Austrian Chancellor, was not disappointed 
with the broad-shouldered, corpulent plebeian whom no sartorial art 
could endow with elegance or spruceness. With a look of animated 
interest in her eyes she listened gratefully to his lively conversation, 
for he was the first writer she had known, a being from another world, 
and despite her reserve she felt the understanding sympathy as well 
as the stim ulatin g and exciting impetuosity with which he approached 
her. Two or three hours went by like magic as they talked, and for 
all her loyalty to her dead lover she could not resist a stirring of 
admiration for this remarkable man whom the fates had sent to her. 
For her it was the beginning of a friendship, for Balzac the beg inning 
of delirium. He wrote to her: "You have received me so kindly, the 
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hours I have spent in your company were so delightful, that I am 
firmly convinced that in you alone shall I find happiness.” 

Their relations grew more and more cordial. During the following 
weeks and months Balzac’s carriage drew up before the Palais de 
Castellane every evening, and the two talked until after midnight 
He escorted her to the theater, read to her from his latest writings, 
asked her advice, and made her a present of the manuscripts of La 
femme de trente ans, he colonel Chahert, and Le message . The lonely 
woman, who had sorrowed so long for her lost lover, began in this 
intellectual friendship to experience something like happiness, but 
for Balzac friendship was not enough. 

Balzac wanted more than intellectual communion, and his wooing 
grew tempestuous. He showed her plainly that she was the object of 
his desires, and he demanded more and more urgently the first and 
then the final pledges of her submission. Madame de Castries could 
not help feeling flattered, though perhaps unconsciously, at being 
loved by a man whose genius she admired and honored, and she did 
not ward off his little intimacies with cold disdain. She may even 
have provoked him to them, though we cannot completely trust 
Balzac’s description in his later novel of revenge, La duchesse de 
Langeais : 

This woman not only received me kindly, but also displayed for my 
benefit all the arts of her very considerable powers of coquetry. She 
desired to please me and exerted herself to the utmost to keep me in my 
state of intoxication and to spur me on. She did all she could to force a 
quiet and timorous lover to declare himself. 

When, however, the situation began to reach the danger point, 
she parried his advances determinedly. Perhaps she wished to remain 
faithful to the father of her child, for whom she had surrendered her 
position in the social world, perhaps she felt inhibited by her physical 
infirmity, or possibly she really was in the last resort repelled by the 
commonplace element in Balzac’s appearance. She may also, and not 
unjustly, have feared that his vanity would lead him to boast in public 
of his aristocratic liaison, so she allowed him no more than what in 
La duchesse de Langeais he calls "the small, slow conquests with 
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which timorous lovers have to be content/’ and stubbornly refused 
"to confirm the surrender of her heart by the surrender of her body / 9 
For the first time in his life he was compelled to admit that his will 
was not omnipotent. After months of the most insistent wooing* daily 
visits, and literary activity on behalf of the Royalist Party, in spite of 
the humbling to which his pride had been subjected, he was still only 
on te rms of in tellect ua l friendship with M adame de Castries, and not 
h er lov er. 

Even the shrewdest of intellects is always the last to realize that it 
is behaving unworthily. Without having any clear knowledge of the 
facts, Balzac’s friends were struck by a change in his bearing when he 
appeared in public. They observed with disquiet that he was grow- 
ing more dandified, that from the Loge infernale of the Theatre des 
Itahens he always ogled through his lorgnon towards a certain box, 
and that he was an assiduous guest in the Royalist drawing-rooms of 
the Dues de Fitz-James and de Rauzan where men of bourgeois origin, 
even though they might be great writers, painters, musicians, or 
statesmen, were regarded as no more than lackeys His friends were in 
general inclined to consider such snobbish flights of extravagance 
as a threat to his prestige, but they grew positively alarmed when 
their Honore de Balzac suddenl y blossom ed f orth as a political 
writer in the ultrar eactionary journal Le Renovaieur, where he toadied 
enthusiastically to feudal privilege and made a public genuflexion 
before the Duchesse de Berry They were sufficiently acquainted with 
his character to know that he was not of the base type which sells 
itself for money, and their instinct told them that he was being led 
through these dark political byways by some hidden hand. Madame 
de Berny, from whom he had been careful to conceal all knowledge 
of his correspondence with the Marquise de Castries and his subse- 
quent visits, was the first to warn him. Though she herself was 
inclined to favor the Royalist movement, both by family tradition and 
as a godchild of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, she viewed with 
distaste Balzac’s s udden emergence as a propagandist in its cause an d 
urged him not to become "the slave of these people.” From her dis- 
tant vantage point, and with her experience of these aristocratic circles, 
she knew that they had no real respect for Balzac as a writer, but were 
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merely exploiting his snobbishness: 'They have always been an essen- 
tially ungrateful crew, and they are not going to change their ways 
just for your sake, my friend/' 

Even more blunt was the admonition addressed to him by Zulma 
Carraud when with deep shame and disappointment she read Balzac's 
hymn to the Duchesse de Berry, who was endeavoring at that juncture 
to secure the succession of her son, the grandson of Charles X, to 
the throne of France. She advised him to leave the protection of these 
interests to the people around the court and not to soil his reputation 
by mixing with them. At the risk of forfeiting his friendship, the 
most precious thing she possessed, she told him relentlessly that her 
very love for his genius inspired her with loathing for the servility 
which attached greater importance to a patent of nobility than to 
integrity of mind: "You have attached yourself to the unbending and 
privileged aristocracy! Will you then never awaken from your 
illusions?" 

Neither of these two sincere friends knew whether it was chains of 
gold or chains of roses that kept him fettered to the somewhat rickety 
equipage of the Bourbons, but they felt that he was being coerced 
to surrender his independence and that he was being untrue to him- 
self. For nearly five months, from February to June, he danced 
attendance on the Marquise de Castries. Suddenly, at the beginning 
of June, he left Paris and went to stay with the Margonnes at Sache. 
Had his passion subsided? Had his self-confidence sunk to such a 
depth that he had raised the siege of the impregnable fortress? Was 
he weary of a relationship that despite all his efforts remained within 
the bounds of platonic friendship? Not at all. He was still under the 
spell of a passion bom of ambition, though he had the insight to 
realize its hopelessness. With the candor of despair he at last con- 
fessed his situation to Zulma Carraud: 

"I must now go to Aix and climb up to Savoy, running after someone 
who is perhaps making fun of me — one of those aristocratic ladies who 
are no doubt an abomination in your eyes, one of those faces of angelic 
beauty behind which one assumes there is a beautiful soul She is a real 
duchess, very condescending, very amiable, sensitive, witty, coquette, 
completely different from anything I have ever seen before. A woman 
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who withdraws from every attempt at closer contact, who asserts that she 
loves me, yet if she had her way would keep me under supervision in 
the depths of a Venetian palace ... a woman (you know that I confess 
everything to you 1 ) who wants me to write exclusively for her, one of 
those women whom one has to worship without reserve and on one’s 
knees if they ask for it and whom it is such a pleasure to conquer— a 
woman such as one meets in one’ s dre ams! . . . jealous^ of, .everything! 
Oh! It would be better for me if I were with you in Angouleme, near 
your powder factory, being sensible and having my peace of mind, listen- 
ing to the windmills going round, cramming myself with truffles, laughing 
and gossiping in the company of you and your friends — instead of here 
where I am wasting my time and my life!” 

His temporary flight from Paris and Madame de Castries was not 
due, however, to the realization that his love for her was doomed to 
frustration. The reason was far less romantic. One of those financial 
catastrophes that gathered round his head and broke with the regu- 
larity of summer storms had once more burst upon him , Balzac was th e 
e xact opposi te of Midas. Everything he touched turne d not to gold , 
but to debts. When he^illnlove^ trieThls hand at speculation, or 
even went on a journey, the result was always financial catastrophe. 
Since his budget was permanently balanced on a razor s edge, every 
minute stolen from his work represented an item on the debit side. The 
evenings he spent in the drawing-room of Madame de Castries or 
at the theater were the equivalent of two unwritten novels, and the 
loss of this income was aggravated by a considerable increase in his 
expenses. His unhappy idea of going a-wooing in a manner befitting 
an aristocratic lover piled his debts to preposterous heights. His two 
carriage horses alone, with which he drove up to the Palais de Cas- 
tellane, had already consumed over nine hundred francs worth of hay, 
while his domestic household of three servants, his tailoring bills, and 
his sumptuous way of life were a cumulative liability. It was no longer 
creditors who besieged the house in the rue Cassini, but the 
hmssiers, the bailiffs. There was only one thing that could save him, 
and that was a return to his writing, but to write he had to have 
peace of mind; there was only one possibility left to him— flight. 
Flight from Paris, flight from love, flight from his creditors, flight 
to some place where he could not be found and could not be reached* 
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Whatever he might write was, of course, already sold beforehand. 
On the day before his journey he had signed two contracts and 
received an advance of fifteen hundred francs, which was to serve 
him as pocket-money during the next few months. But fourteen hun- 
dred had to be paid out just as he was on the verge of leaving Paris, 
and when he mounted the stagecoach that took him to Sache all he 
possessed was a sum total of one hundred and twenty francs. At the 
house of the Margonnes, however, all his wants were provided for 
and he had no expenses. Throughout the day and half the night he 
sat writing in his room, appearing only for an hour or two at meal- 
times. Yet sitting quietly at Sache did not dimmish the running costs 
of his household in Pans He had to find somebody who could put his 
affairs in order, reduce his expenses, struggle with his creditors, and 
padfy the tradesmen, and the only person he knew who was capable 
of assuming such an onerous burden was his mother. After having 
fought for years to escape her tutelage, he was now compelled to take 
humble refuge in her thrift and business acumen. 

The capitulation of her arrogant and stubborn son was a triumph 
for the old woman, who set about defending a lost position with 
courageous energy She reduced his household expenses, dismissed the 
superfluous servants, fought with tradesmen and sequestrators, and 
sold the tilbury and the voracious horses. Sou by sou, franc by franc, 
she sought to restore his shattered finances, but even she soon stood 
helpless in the face of the quickening onrush of creditors. The rent 
had not been paid and the landlord wanted to distrain upon the furni- 
ture. The baker alone presented a bill amounting to seven hundred 
francs. It is difficult to conceive how a bachelor could have got through 
so much bread. Every day further bills of exchange and promissory 
notes that had been floating around on the Paris money market fell 
due for redemption, and in desperation she wrote letter after letter 
to her son who had long since sold the books that he still had to write 
and could see no prospect of extracting another franc from either 
publishers or editors until they were finished. Even if he were to 
work twenty-four hours a day he would not be able to overtake the 
debts incurred during the past few months. 

Salvation would not come from literature; that was quite evident. 
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He therefore placed his hopes once more in his old remedy, a rich 
marriage, odd as this may seem in one who was apparently already 
passionately m love. With a remarkable co-ordination of heart and 
brain he had earlier that year, while still in a romantic glow of desire 
for Madame de Castries, paid serious court to a young girl named 
Mademoiselle de Trumilly, and it was probably not a mere coincidence 
that this fresh object of his affections had just come into a fortune 
on the death of her father. For reasons that history has not recorded, 
his suit was rejected, and the wealthy orphan having scorned him, he 
decided to renew his search for a wealthy widow, thereby bringmg 
final peace to his restless heart and insuring the essential material con- 
ditions for tranquil work. In desperation he commissioned not only 
his mother, but even his old friend Madame de Berny, to explore the 
field and find him with all possible speed a widow with large means 
who would save him from the disgrace of bankruptcy. 

A candidate with the necessary qualifications was actually dis- 
covered, a certain Baroness Deurbroucq, who, moreover, was an 
enthusiastic admirer of the writings of Honore de Balzac. A little plot 
was hatched. During the summer this golden argosy was scheduled 
to reach port, for the Baroness possessed an estate not far from Sache, 
and Balzac kept every weapon in his armory of eloquence ready to 
capture the rich prize. To soften her defenses before the final assault 
he sent her copies of his works with ardent dedications. She was stay- 
ing at the time in her other chateau at Jar2e, and these gifts might 
perhaps increase her impatience to make the personal acquaintance of 
the interesting young author. Three times a week he abandoned his 
writing-table and walked from Sache to her neighboring estate at 
Mere to inquire whether she had yet arrived. 

Unfortunately the Baroness showed no inclination to leave her 
chateau at Jarze, and she would presumably have been in even less 
of a hurry if she had had any inkling of Balzac s eagerness to fail in 
love with her income. She let him wait, while menacing letters were 
pouring in daily from Paris and his slender store of pocket-money was 
melting away. His hundred and twenty francs had dwindled to a few 
pieces of silver, and his sojourn at Sache could not be prolonged for 
more than another couple of weeks at the most without abusing the 
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hospitality of his friends. If he left without seeing the Baroness his 
last hope of an unobtrusive meeting with her would be gone. He was 
j at his wits’ end: "When one has such worries over one’s literary 
work, and all these business difficulties into the bargain, one would 
| like best to put an end to one’s life.” 

When we read the letters Balzac wrote during those days of catas- 
trophe, we are driven to the conclusion that no artist could produce 
anything worth-while under conditions which reduced his mind to 
such a state of agitation and despair. But in the case of Balzac, logic 
was set at naught and the improbable was always to be expected. The 
two worlds in which he lived, the real and the imaginary, were 
hermetically sealed off from one another. As a creative artist he was 
able to immure himself so effectively in the world of his mind that 
the storms which raged round his external existence were shut out. 
The visionary who sat at a little table unfolding the destinies of a 
multitude of characters by the light of his flickering candles had noth- 
ing in common with the other Honore de Balzac who was being sued 
for debt and having his furniture seized by the bailiffs. He was not 
in the slightest degree affected by the despairing moods of the 
Honore de Balzac who lived and had his being in the world of 
actuality. 

He was at his best as an artist when things were at their worst. 
Worries and cares were transmuted in some mysterious way into an 
intenser inward concentration, and nothing is more true than his 
comment, "My finest flashes of inspiration always came to me in my 
moments of deepest anxiety and distress.” 

It was only when he was harassed on all sides and could see no way 
out that he threw himself into his work as a hunted stag takes to the 
river. Only when his path in life seemed to be barred did he find his 
true self, and never was this innermost secret of his being revealed 
more clearly than during this summer of storms and tempests. On the 
one hand, he was writing love letters to the unresponsive Madame de 
Castries, making his pilgrimage three times a week to see if the 
wealthy widow had yet arrived, counting his dwindling store of ready 
money every day, trying to renew his promissory notes as they fell 
due, pacifying the publishers who had paid him for books that were 
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not yet written, and postponing by every device he could think of the 
bankruptcy that appeared inevitable. On the other hand, he was writ- 
ing his Louis Lambert, the most profound and thoughtful of all his 
works, the ambitious novel with which he hoped to excel everything 
he had yet produced and prove his superiority to all his contem- 
poraries. It was to represent the renunciation of that which had gone 
before, a farewell to the fashionable and romantic novelist who was 
the darling of his feminine readers, and it was a proof of his integrity 
that he applied himself to a work which had no prospect whatsoever 
of wide popularity at a time when the public demand for exciting love 
stories or society novels offered him an easy opportunity to win the 
material success he so urgently needed. While publishers and book- 
sellers were eagerly awaiting his next book in the manner of Sir 
Walter Scott or Fenimore Cooper, he was devoting himself to a tragic 
tale of purely intellectual interest which should set his conception of 
an intellectual hero beside Byron’s Manfred and Goethe’s Faust 

This ambitious work, which has been appreciated by few people 
at its true value, was never carried to completion in the higher sense. 
In the figure of Louis Lambert, which mirrored his own youth with 
its ideas and aspirations, Balzac attempted an important problem. He 
wanted to show that a person of genius who applied himself to 
deepening his powers of concentration in complete asceticism would 
thereby render himself incapable of earthly existence, since a brain 
overburdened to fever point would in the long ran be unable to 
stand the strain. The tragedy of obsession by an idea, on which Balzac 
has rung the changes a hundred times in his novels, is here transferred 
to the intellectual sphere, and it is a problem which verges on the 
pathological. The mysterious associa tion betw een ge nius and madness 
Is a theme wilh which Balzac was concerned long in advance of his 
generation. 

In the early chapters, which depict in the figure of Louis Lambert 
the budding of his own genius, he succeeded in drawing a credible 
character to whom he transferred the authorship of his own crowning 
idea, the (t theorie de la volonte ” which threw light upon the obscure 
relation between the psychological and the physiological sides of 
man’s nature. It is no exaggeration to place the conception of Louis 
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Lambert, who also "craves the impossible” and is destroyed by his 
excessive urge to knowledge, on a par with Goethe’s conception of 
Faust, with which Balzac consciously or unconsciously wanted to com- 
pete. There was, however, the essential difference that Goethe worked 
at his Faust for s ixty years, while Balzac had to deliver the finished 
manuscript to Gosselin, the publisher, m six weeks. In order to provide 
it with some sort of plot that he could bring to a conclusion, he 
draped a tedious love story round the marble torso of his hero. The 
philosophical theories were wound up in hasty improvisation, and 
one’s admiration is tinged with regret for the spoiling of a work 
which more than any other gives us the measure of its author’s 
potentialities. As a work of art it has remained incomplete despite 
! later emendations, but from the intellectual point of view it represents 
'! the highest peak of his ambition to deal with serious problems. 

At the end of July the manuscript was sent to the publisher in 
Paris. The six weeks at Sache had served their purpose, but his 
pecuniary position had not improved in the slightest degree. Madame 
de Deurbroucq had not yet arrived, and if he stayed any longer he 
would be abusing the hospitality of his friends. He was evidently 
ashamed to ask 'these generous people for a small loan and thus 
reveal his wretched situation. Luckily there was another place of 
refuge always open to him. He knew that the Carrauds would be 
happy to receive him, and as they were themselves as poor as church 
mice he would have no need to disguise his poverty and could con- 
fess the truth that he, t he celeb r ated H onore de Balzac, had not 
e nough money in his pocket to ha ve his shoes repaired. He could 
not even afford the stagecoach fare from Sadie to Angouleme, and 
the one-time owner of a carriage and two fine hors es went on foot in 
the scorching heat as far as Tours . Only from there did he take the 
diligence' to his destination, where he arrived with a completely empty 
purse and immediately borrowed thirty francs from Zulma’s husband. 

The Carrauds, who had themselves passed through many vicissi- 
tudes, laughed with hearty sympathy when Balzac told them of his 
preposterous dilemma, and they gave him everything it was in their 
power to provide. He found a quiet room in which to work, a cheer- 
ful atmosphere, and kindly affection in the evening when he joined 
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them for conversation. As always, a couple of hours with these open- 
hearted friends made him happier than the society of all his aristo- 
cratic acquaintances. His work went smoothly and within a short 
space of time he wrote La femme ahandonnee and a number of 
stories for the Contes drolattques, besides correcting the proofs of 
Louis Lambert , Everything would have been fine if he had not been 
plagued nearly every morning with a fresh letter from his mother 
in Paris demanding money for the creditors who could no longer be 
held at bay. There seemed no way of procuring the thousands and 
tens of thousands of francs that were now urgently necessary, in as 
much as he had had to struggle with his pride before borrowing 
even a miserable thirty francs. 

s' (A dark hour had come for Balzac. During his two or three years 
of triumph he had boasted that he would pay back all his mother 
had lent him. Intoxicated with success and confident of his talent, 
he had lived as though money were of no importance. He had relied 
on his distinguished connections and trusted in the last resort to the 
safe harbor of a wealthy marriage. And now he was again, like the 
prodigal son, forced to creep home and humbly implore his family 
to help him. He, the darling of the Faubourg St. Germain, the famous 
writer and cavaliere servente of a lady of rank, had to fly to his mother 
like a helpless child and beg her to borrow ten thousand francs for 
him under her own guarantee to save him from public insolvency. His 
work and his honor were at stake."] 

The miracle was achieved, Madame Balzac succeeded in persuading 
an old friend, Madame Delannoy, to advance ten thousand francs to 
the penitent spendthrift. To be sure, this juicy morsel was not set 
before the hungry man before it had been thickly sprinkled with salt 
and pepper. He had to bow his head low beneath the yoke. The par- 
doned sinner promised to change his luxurious way of life forthwith, 
to give up his ruinous extravagances, to cultivate the bourgeois virtues 
of modesty and thrift, and to pay all his debts with compound 


interest 


* * ★ 


Balzac had been rescued by a miracle, but whenever there was a 
prospect of regulating his life on an ordered basis some deeper 
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instinct within him, which needed chaos and the pressure of outward 
circumstance, responded with new disorder. He could only breathe 
air that was charged with fire. His sanguine temperament tended to 
forget the vexations to which he had been subjected, and obligations 
that did not demand immediate fulfillment simply did not exist so 
far as he was concerned. If he had thought the matter over coolly, he 
would have been bound to admit to himself that his financial situation 
had been in no way ameliorated. All that had happened was that 
twenty or thirty small but pressing debts had been consolidated into 
a single large one. For Balzac, however, the noose around his neck 
had been loosened, and as soon as he was able to breathe once more 
jhe filled his lungs. 

While he had been occupied with Louts Lambert and in the 
stranglehold of a financial crisis, he had ceased to think of Madame 
de Castries and in his heart had given up the game as lost. With the 
weight of debt temporarily lifted from his shoulders, he was once 
again tempted to venture a last throw. Madame de Castries had more 
than once during the summer invited him to visit her at Aix in Savoy 
and to join her and her unde, the Due de Fitz-James, on a journey in 
the autumn to Italy. His lack of funds had hitherto prevented him 
even from considering such an enticing prospect, but now that he 
again had a few louis d’or chinking in his purse the temptation was 
more than he could resist. It seemed to him that this invitation to the 
shores of the Lake of Annecy, to the landscape of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, must be more than a mere courteous gesture, and that such 
a delicate hint ought not to be disregarded. Perhaps the unresponsive 
Marquise, whom he knew nevertheless to be "as sensual as a thousand 
cats/* had refused herself to him In Paris only from fear of gossip. 
Would not the aristocrat of the Faubourg St. Germain be prepared 
to satisfy a natural appetite in a natural way amid the divine beauties 
of Nature? If Lord Byron, the author of Manfred , had been able to 
find happiness on the shores of the Swiss lakes, why should it be 
denied in the same environment to the author of Louts Lambert? 

In the exuberant dreams of the artist there is always a watchful 
instinct keeping guard. Three forms of vanity were struggling in 
Balzac s soul— the conceit of snobbishness, the ambition to conquer a 
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woman who continually tempted him yet eluded his grasp, and the 
desire to renounce a society cocotte who was making a fool of a man 
of his worth. For days on end he discussed with Zulma, the one person 
to whom he could speak frankly, whether or not he should make the 
journey to Aix. Every feminine instinct in Zulma, who no doubt 
detested the woman on whom Balzac’s affections were fixed, must 
have urged her to dissuade him from paying this visit to her aristo- 
cratic rival. She did not believe for a single moment that Madame 
de Castries, despite her admiration for his literary genius, would allow 
herself to be compromised by a love affair with a plebeian. When, 
however, she saw with what burning impatience he waited for her to 
fortify him in the conviction that he ought to go, something in her 
heart gave her the strength to offer him the assurance he wanted. She 
did not wish to incur the suspicion that she had advised him against 
seizing a brilliant opportunity merely out of petty jealousy. Let him 
learn from experience! At last she said what he was longing to hear 
and the die was cast. On the 22nd of August he set off for Aix. 

All his life Balzac clung to the mo st primitive forms o f supe rsti- 
tion. He believed in amulets, always wore a lucky ring with mysterious 
oriental symbols, and before taking any important decision he would 
creep up five flights of stairs to consult a fortuneteller, just as any 
Parisian seamstress did. He had faith in telepathy, secret promptings, 
and the warning power of instinct. If he had listened in this case to 
such inner admonitions he would have broken off his journey to Aix 
at the start. . For it began with an accident . In descending from the 
stagecoach while the horses were being changed, the animals drew on 
the shafts, and he fell with his not inconsiderable weight against the 
iron step, cutting his leg to the b one. Another man would have cut 
short his journey and put himself in the hands of a doctor, for the 
wound was fairly serious, but impediments only had the effect of 
strengthening his determination. After the application of a hasty 
bandage he traveled on as far as Lyon, lying stretched out on the 
floor of the coach. From there he continued to Aix, where he arrived 
leaning painfully on a stick and in the worst possible shape for the 
resumption of a passionate love affair. 

With touching solicitude Madame de Castries had booked for him 
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a jolie petite chambre with a magnificent view of the lake and the 
mountains. It had the further advantage of being exceedingly cheap. 
It cost only two francs a day. He had never before been able to work 
in such comfort and tranquillity, but the forethought shown by 
Madame de Castries had also been a measure of prudence. The room 
occupied by Balzac was not in the same hotel as the one at which she 
herself was staying, but a few streets away, so his evening visits could 
only be of a social nature and would not allow of more intimate 
contact. 

It was only in the evening that he could see her. That had been 
his own stipulation, for his days were to be devoted to work, and the 
one concession he made at her request was to begin his stretch of 
twelve hours at six o'clock in the morning instead of at midnight as 
was his usual custom. He sat down to write shortly after dawn and 
did not move from his table until six o'clock in the evening. Eggs 
and milk were the only food he took, and they were brought to his 
room at a cost of fifteen sous a day. When the twelve hours were up 
his time belonged to Madame de Castries, but unfortunately she still 
refused to succumb to his blandishments. She was as amiable as could 
be imagined, driving him out to Lake Bourget and Chartreuse in her 
carriage while his leg was still unhealed, indulgently humoring him 
when he grew romantically enthusiastic, making him coffee according 
to his own recipe during the long evenings when they talked together, 
introducing him at the Casino to her elegant friends, and even per- 
mitting him to call her Marie instead of Henrietta, a privilege 
accorded only to her closest friends. This was about all she did permit 
him, however. It was of no avail that he had sent her Louis Lambert's 
ardent love letter in a form which was bound to make her understand 
that every word was addressed to herself. It was of no avail that he 
ordered half a dozen pairs of yellow gloves, a pot of pomade, and a 
bottle of Portugal water to be sent posthaste from Paris. Sometimes 
there seemed a promise of submission in the way she tolerantly 
accepted or even provoked certain intimacies: 

All the joys of love were heralded in her bold, expressive glances, the 

caressing tone of her voice, the charm of her words. And she allowed 
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him to discern that there was something of the noble courtesan in 

her. . . . 

During a romantic stroll by the side of the lake she allowed him to 
snatch a willing or a stolen kiss, but whenever he demanded the final 
pledge of love, when the champion of the femme de ttente arts and the 
femme abandonnee wanted to be rewarded in the coin of the Contes 
drolatiques, she again became the aloof aristocrat. The summer was 
drawing to a close, the leaves on the trees by the Lake of Annecy 
were turning brown and beginning to fall, and the new Saint-Preux 
had made no more progress with his Heioise than he had done six 
months before in the cool, high-ceilinged salon of the Palais de 
Castellane. 

The strollers on the promenade were beginning to thin out, the 
distinguished visitors were preparing to depart. Madame de Castries 
was also about to pack, though not for the return to Paris She intended 
first of all to make a trip to Italy with her uncle, and Balzac was 
invited to accompany them. He hesitated. He could not delude him- 
self about the undignified figure he was cutting by his long and fruit- 
less wooing, as can be seen from the despairing tone in which he 
wrote to Zulma Carraud: "Why did you let me go to Aix?” Further- 
more, a journey to Italy would be expensive, and doubly so since the 
hours and days spent on the road would be hours and days lost to his 
work On the other hand, it was a great temptation for an artist whose 
ideas were expanded by travel, as he once put it. He would see Rome 
and Naples, he would be in the company of a clever, elegant woman 
with whom he was in love, and he would travel in the carriage of a 
duke. Once more Balzac resisted his inner foreboding and yielded to 
temptation. At the beginning of October the three of them set out 
for Italy . 

Geneva was the first halt on the journey south, and for Balzac it 
was also the last. On their arrival in that city there was a scene 
^betw een him and Mada me de Castries a bout which no details are 
known. He appears to have presented her with a kind of ultimatum, 
and this time she must have rebuffed him in a way that caused him 
deep offense. There can be no doubt that she wounded him cruelly in 
his most sensitive spot, either his manly or his human pride, for he 
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rushed off at once filled with dark rage and a sense of burning shame, 
resolved to revenge himself on the woman who had kept him for so 
many months in a fool’s paradise. He probably already had in mind 
the idea of repaying her for his humiliation by drawing a merciless 
portrait of her in one of his novels, and in La duchesse de Langeais, 
which he at first called Ne touchez pas a la hache , he later made the 
whole of Pans privy to the affair. For appearance's sake the two 
remained on outwardly friendly terms, and Balzac even allowed him* 
self the chivalrous gesture of reading to her before publication the 
novel in which, with a regrettable lack of good taste, he gave her 
picture to the world. She replied with the still nobler gesture of 
sanctioning the not very flattering portrait. She then took unto herself 
another literary father-confessor in the person of Sainte-Beuve, and 
Balzac declared resolutely: 

1 **1 said to myself that a life like mine cannot remain attached to a petti- 
coat; I must boldly follow my destiny and lift my eyes to a higher level 
than a woman’s apron-strings.” 

★ a 

Like a child that dashes about madly in spite of all warnings and 
knocks itself against a stone, then flies back to the arms of its mother 
to be soothed and have its wounds looked after, Balzac went from 
Geneva straight to Madame de Berny at Nemours. His return to her 
was both a confession and a liquidation of the recent past. From the 
woman whom he had desired merely out of vanity and who had 
refused to give herself to him either from indifference or from cold 
calculation of what she would lose by doing so, he fled to the woman 
who had sacrificed everything for him and given him everything. 
Never did he feel more deeply what she had been to him and what 
she still was, the first woman he had ever loved. Now that she was 
only a friend who stretched out her hand to him in motherly sym- 
pathy, he realized more than ever before how much he owed to her, 
and to express his profound sense of gratitude he dedicated to her the 
book which throughout his life was the most dear to him, Louis 
Lambert . The inscription on the first page runs: Et nunc et semper 
dilectae — "To the woman I have chosen, now and forever.” 
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CHAPTER TEN 

Balzac Discovers His Secret 


I F WE were to believe Balzac’s owe words, we should be forced 
to conclude that his affair with Madame de Castries had been 
a tragedy that left indelible scars behind. "I detest Madame de 
Castries,” he wrote in a tone of exalted emotion. "She has shat- 
tered my life without giving me a new one in its place.” And in 
another letter to an unknown correspondent he even declared: "The 
relationship between us, which in accordance with the wish of 
Madame de Castries remained within entirely irreproachable bounds, 
was one of the most severe strokes of ill-fortune I have ever suffered.” 

We have to get used to such overdramatized statements in his 
letters. Undoubtedly his pride and vanity had been deeply hurt 
by the rebuff, but he was too firmly rooted in himself, too egocentric, 
for the yea or the nay of any woman to be capable of "shattering” 
his life. The affair with Madame de Castries was not a catastrophe, 
but only an episode, for the essential Balzac was by no means so 
despairing and embittered as he represented himself to be in his 
romantic outpourings to his unknown feminine correspondents. He 
never conceived the idea, as did his General Montriveau in La 
duchess e de Langeais, of branding the aristocratic coquette with a red- 
hot iron. He did not after the first shock foam with revenge, but con- 
tinued to exchange friendly letters with her and paid her visits. That 
which appeared in the book as a tempestuous tragedy, gradually in 
reality flickered out in an atmosphere of 'Jazbles relations de 
politesse Balzac, it may be said with all due respect, never told the 
truth when he was drawing his own portrait. The hallmark of his 
novels is their exuberance. He endeavored to extract the maximum 
from every contact, and it would indeed be incongruous to expect 
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that his creative imagination should ignore his own personal experi- 
ences and refrain from embroidering them. 

The biographer of Balzac has to contend with the misleading evi- 
dence which Balzac himself supplied. He must not allow himself to 
be dazzled by Balzac’s exalted emotional outbursts into believing that 
the refusal of a lady in high society to grant him what in France they 
call la bagatelle was the original cause of the heart trouble which 
eventually brought him to the grave. It did not shatter his life, for he 
was probably never more robust, energetic, and industrious, more 
full of vitality, than during the ensuing years. His books offer more 
Trustworthy evidence than his letters. His literary output during the 
next three years alone would have been sufficient for a life’s work and 
would have made him the greatest writer of his time. Yet even this 
he regarded merely as a beginning, as the preliminary to his real 
task of becoming the " hisiorten des moeurs du interne steeled 9 

it * & 

His early successes had brought him the realization that he had 
power within his grasp. He knew his own strength, and he felt that 
he could conquer the world with his pen as Napoleon had attempted 
to do with the sword. If, however, he had been concerned only with 
material success, as one might be led to think from reading his letters, 
if he had wanted merely to make money on a large scale, all he had to 
do was to provide the public with the kind of reading matter for 
which it was clamoring. The women in particular remained loyal 
to him/He could become the feted hero of the salons, the idol of all 
the disappointed women of Paris, the darling of lonely females, the 
successful rival of his less ambitious colleagues Alexandre Dumas 
and Eugene Sue. But in the consciousness of his strength his soul was 
kindled with the flame of a higher purpose, and at the risk of losing 
his readers he was bold enough to deviate further and further from 
their tastes. He wanted to find out where his own limits lay, and the 
scope of his talent never ceased to surprise him even as his pen moved 
across the paper) 

His writings during the years 18 32 to 1836 are notable for their 
variety. Those who come to them for the first time must find it dif- 
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ficult to believe that the author of Louts Lambert and Seraphita also 
wrote the Contes drolattques , and that he wrote them, moreover, 
simultaneously, jotting down a "droll story" on the same day that he 
corrected the proofs of his philosophic novel. Such a phenomenon 
can be explained only by his desire to test his own genius, to see how 
high and how low he could reach Just as an architect, before finish- 
ing off the plan of his future structure, calculates and checks the 
dimensions and stresses, so Balzac worked out an estimate of his 
powers and laid the foundations on which the edifice of his divine 
Comedie humatne was to arise. 

The Contes drolattques, written in the style of Rabelais and in an 
archaic French of his own invention, is pure storytelling which enabled 
him to give free rem to his high spirits. They showed no sign of 
effort, there was no necessity for deep thought or observation, and he 
played with an idea to his heart’s content. It is evident that Balzac 
thoroughly enjoyed writing in this light vein. The Gallic spirit in him 
and his earthy virility expressed themselves in an outpouring of care- 
free sensuality. It delighted him to have his fun with Mrs v Grundy, 
and of all his woiks these stories fit in best with the outward picture 
of the corpulent man with the ruddy cheeks and thick lips. The 
boisterous guffaw which sounded ill-bred in the salons is here dis- 
tilled to bubbling mirth. We see Balzac writing at his ease, and if 
life had treated him less harshly, if it had allowed him to breathe 
more freely, then instead of the score and a half of droll tales we 
should have had the hundred which he promised in the prospectus 
addressed to his readers. 


* ★ * 

This was the lower limit of his genius, the tribute he paid to his 
temperament. Simultaneously, however, he was seeking the highest 
pitch to which he could rise in those works which he called "philo- 
sophical," Ambition spurred him on to prove that his ”succes de 
mouchotr” the ability to bring tears to his readers’ eyes, which he had 
demonstrated in his sentimental female characters, did not suffice him. 
Now that he understood himself he did not want to be misunderstood 
by others. Having reached maturity, and in full consciousness of his 
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powers, he wanted to proclaim that to a novelist of his rank had been 
assigned the task of elevating the novel to an exalted form of art by 
the treatment of the decisive problems which concern humanity, 
whether social, philosophic, or religious. He wanted to contrast the 
people who obey the laws of society and conform to its conventions 
with those who step beyond the bounds observed by ordinary men. It 
was his aim to portray the true leaders and the tragedy of all those 
who either raise themselves above the common herd and venture out 
into solitude or immure themselves in an illusion of their own creat- 
ing. The epoch of his life which brought Balzac a personal defeat was 
the one in which he revealed the greatest audacity. 

(In these novels Balzac tried to depict men who imposed upon 
themselves the highest tasks, tasks which were in reality insoluble. He 
devoted his most strenuous efforts to the portrayal of men who came 
to grief through their excess of effort, men of genius who eventually 
lost touch with reality. Louis Lamber t was his first attempt in this 
field, the figure of a philosopher who strove to solve the ultimate 
problems of life and ended in madness, and it was a theme on which 
he rang the changes in every conceivable form.) In Le chef-d’oeuvre 
inconnu he showed the fate of a painter who, in the illusory urge to 
achieve perfection, went beyond perfection. His excess of effort 
destroyed, so to speak, the material in which he worked, just as the 
ideas of Louis Lambert at last became unintelligible. The musician 
Gambara stepped beyond the limits of his art until he alone could 
hear the harmonies he created, just as Louis Lambert alone could 
understand his own ideas or Frenhofer his visions. The chemist Claes 
in La recherche de Vabsolu destroyed himself in his search for the 
primordial element. They were all seeking the absolute. They were all 
Icarus figures of the mind. 

Side by side with these men of genius in art and science he set the 
moral and the religious genius in Le medecin de campagne and 
Seraphita. The inspiration for the former novel he owed indirectly 
to his visit to Madame de Castries. During an outing they had made 
together to call upon the Comtesse d’Agoult, he heard about a physi- 
cian in the neighborhood, a certain Dr. Rommel, who had colonized 
a derelict tract of land and restored an almost ruined peasantry by his 
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humanitarian activity . This story, combined with the magnificence of 
the landscape, made a deep impression on Balzac, and the scenery 
linked with the name of Jean- Jacques Rousseau inspired hm^ as it 
were, with the latter’s reformatory zeal. In his other works he was a 
critic of society, but here he wanted to adopt a more positive role and 
outlined a plan by which the social problem could be solved. He 
wished to show that a creative genius could shape an immortal master- 
piece not only out of sounds, color, or ideas, but also out of the more 
brittle material of human society. 

Even bolder, perhaps, was his attempt at characterization in 
Seraphi tus- Ser aphita. Whereas Dr. Benassis withdrew from the 
world in order to create a better one, Balzac wanted in this figure to 
depict a man who succeeded in casting off all earthly trammels and so 
completely sublimated his love emotion into an amor intellectuals 
that all sexual attributes disappeared. The practical thinker, who in 
the person of Dr. Benassis provided the solution to practical problems 
with an amazing breadth of knowledge, here turned to the mystic 
sphere of Swedenborgian ideas. Neither Le medecin de campagne 
nor Seraphita can be called successful in the highest sense, and though 
Balzac was greatly mortified by their failure it was not unjustified. 
They were written with too light a touch, and it was out of character 
for a man with his strong sense of reality to appear as a protagonist of 
religion. Above all, a work which purpo r ts to s upp ly th e ultimate 
solution of eternal prob lems must not be written in installments as a 
"newspaper serial and paid for in advance. His philosophical novels 
were not on the highest level as works of art, but only the result of his 
highest aspirations. He understood and portrayed the quality of 
genius as only a man of genius can, but his successful works are those 
where he depicts the artist as an artist. Le chef-d’oeuvre tnconnu is a 
supreme and enduring masterpiece, but philosophy cannot be com- 
bined with haste or religious feeling with impatience.( His philo- 
sophical novels only serve to show the astonishing development, the 
incredible width of knowledge, the versatility, and the scope of his 
mind, which was equal to every problem except the ultimate one of 
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Between the storyteller and the thinker stood the observer of the 
pageant of life. His true metier was realism, and he found his balance 
in the novels where he is seen as the historian of his own times. His 
first great success had been Le colonel Chabert, and his second sue* 
cess during these years was Eugenie Grandet. He had discovered the 
law which was to govern his work — the depiction of reality, but with 
a stronger dynamic because the cast was limited to a few characters* 
Before this he had tried to find the essential quality of the novel in 
the sphere of Romanticism, on the one hand in period stories, on the 
other by employing fantastic or mystic constituents. Now, however, 
he discovered that the contemporary scene if observed from the right 
angle teemed with an equally vivid and abundant life, and that what 
mattered was not the theme or the setting, but the inner dynamic. The 
same effect could be achieved in a more true and natural way if the 
author succeeded in charging his characters with sufficient tension and 
supplying the appropriate action. The dynamic resides not in the 
atmosphere or m the plot, but in the characters themselves. There are 
no specific raw materials, for everything is raw material. Under the 
humble roof of the wine-grower Grandet the air could be as highly 
charged as in the cabin of a corsair in Une femme de trente am. When 
the commonplace and rather simple-minded little Eugenie Grandet, 
under the threatening eye of her avaricious father, dropped an extra 
lump of sugar into the coffee cup of her cousin Charles, with whom 
she was in love, she displayed no less courage than Napoleon did 
when he stormed across the bridge at Lodi brandishing a banner in 
his hand. The old miser, in his struggle to get the better of his 
brother's creditors, exhibited just as much craft, quick-wittedness, 
tenacity, and even genius as did Talleyrand at the Congress of Vienna. 
It is not the milieu which is important. The Pension Vauquer in Pere 
Goriot, with its twelve young students, contained as much possibility 
of drama as Lavoisier’s laboratory or Cuvier’s study. Creation there- 
fore demands the right kind of observation, concentration, and inten- 
sification, extracting the maximum, the revealing of passion, laying 
bare the weakness that is to be found in the strongest, bringing to the 
surface the forces that lie latent. Eugenie Grandet was the first step 
in this direction. The simple, pious girl’s devotion was so heightened 
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that it became almost religious, while old Grandet’s greed and the 
loyalty of the ugly old domestic became endowed with a demonic 
intensity Pere Goriot’s love for the children became an obsession and 
drove him to action./ Every character was rightly observed and his or 
her secret was known to the author, who only had to play them off 
one against the other, blend the different worlds, take good and evil 
as he found them, and accept cowardice, cunning, and baseness as 
natural forces without indulging in any sort of moral emphasis?, 

Balza c had discovered the great secret Everything was raw material. 
Reality w as a n inexhaustible mine. One only had to observe from 
die right angle and everybody became an actor in the human comedy. 
There was no distinction between high and low. One could choose 
everything, one had to choose everything. That was the decisive point 
for Balzac. An author who wished to portray the world could not 
afford to ignore any of its aspects. Every grade of the social hierarchy 
had to be represented, the artist as well as the lawyer and the physi- 
cian, the wine-grower, the porter s wife, the general and the private, 
the duchess and the woman of the street, the water-carrier and the 
banker. All these spheres were interwoven. They all had their points 
of contact. Similarly every type of character had to be brought on to 
the stage, the ambitious man and the avaricious one, the man of integ- 
rity and the intriguer, the thrifty man and the spendthrift — every 
variety of the species Man and every pattern of behavior. There was no 
need to keep on inventing new characters, for by appropriate group- 
ing the same figures could be repeated, one physician or perhaps two 
representing all physicians, one banker appearmg as the exemplar of 
all bankers, in order to compress the vast wealth of material within the 
compass of a single novel. It became more and more clear to Balzac 
that if this abundance was to be kept within bounds he must prepare, a 
plan of work that woul d occupy him for th e rest o f his l ife. He must 
not merely set his novels one beside die other, but he must dovetail 
them, becoming a "Walter Scott plus un architects!’ It would not be 
enough to produce "peintures de la vie indivtduelle /’ since it was the 
linked associations which were the important thing. 

Balzac had not yet quite realized the full scope of his conception 
of the Comedte humaine, and ten years were to pass before he had the 
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plan clearly fixed in his mind. Of one thing he was sure, however. 
His completed work must not be a juxtaposition of individual vol- 
umes, but he must build it up in a series of steps. On the 26th of 
October, 1834, without being yet aware of the dimensions which his 
work was to assume, he outlined the scheme on which he placed his 
hopes: 

By 1838 the three sections of the gigantic work will have been so far 
completed that one will at least be able to recognize the plan of the 
structure and arrive at some judgment of the conception as a whole. . . . 
fin the "Studies of Manners” are to be depicted all the repercussions 
of social conditions. I want to portray every situation in life, every type 
of physiognomy, every kind of male and female character, every way of 
living, every profession, every social stratum, every French province, 
childhood, the prime of life and old age, politics, law and war — nothing 
is to be omitted. When this has been done and the story of the human 
heart revealed thread by thread, social history displayed in all its 
branches, then the foundations will have been laid. I have no wish to 
describe episodes that have their springs in the imagination. My theme 
is that which actually happens everywhere) 

{Then comes the second stage — the "Philosophical Studies.” The de- 
piction of effects is to be followed by the description of causes. In the 
"Studies of Manners” I shall have shown the interplay of emotion, life 
and its consequences. In the "Philosophical Studies” I shall speak of 
the origin of the emotions and of the motivating causes of life. I shall 
pose the question — "What are the operating forces, the conditions, 
without which neither society nor the life of the individual is possible?’*) 
And after I have dealt with society in this way, I shall examine it with 
a critical eye. In the "Studies of Manners” individuals will be depicted 
in types ; in the "Philosophical Studies” the types will be depicted as in- 
dividuals. It will always be life that I am portraying. . . . 

And finally, after the effects and causes, will come the "Analytical 
Studies,” a part of which will be the Physiologie du manage, for after 
the effects and causes we must look for the principles. The manners 
provide the drama, the causes represent the coulisse and the stage ma- 
chinery. And finally the principles, in other words, the author of the 
play. In proportion, however, as the whole work gains height as though 
in a series of spirals, it narrows and becomes more concentrated. If I 
shall need twenty-four volumes for the "Studies of Manners,” I shall 
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require fifteen for the "Philosophical Studies” and only another nine 
for the "Analytical Studies.” In this way I shall describe, criticize, and 
analyze man himself, society, and humanity without indulging in repeti- 
tions in a work which is to be a kind of Arabian Nights of the Occident 
When all this Is completed . . . when I have written the last word — 
then either I shall have been right or I shall have been wrong. But after 
this literary achievement, after this portrayal of a whole system, I shah 
apply myself to the scientific aspect and write an Essay on the Forces hy 
Which Man Is Motivated . And on the base of this great edifice I shall 
have traced, as a childlike and humorous decoration, the vast arabesque 
of the Hundred Droll Stones . 

With awed enthusiasm at the task he had undertaken he cried: 
"This is my work, the abyss, the crater which yawns before me. This 
is the raw material that I intend to shape.” 

The realization that he had a lifetime of work in front of him 
determined Balzac’s future course. In September 1833 he had written 
with supreme self-confidence; 

"I shall rule unchallenged in the intellectual life of Europe! Another 
two years of work and patience — then I shall stride on over the heads 
of all those who wanted to fetter my hands and hinder my advance! 
Under persecution and injustice my courage has grown hard as bronze.” 

Conscious of the work ahead of him and the public behind him, he 
was resolved to parley with no one. Nevermore would he accommo- 
date himself to the wishes of publishers and newspaper editors. Petty 
annoyances and irritations no longer had any power over him. He 
dictated his terms to the publishers, whom he had no hesitation in 
changing if they did not completely meet his demands. Even when his 
financial situation was desperate he renounced his collaboration with 
the most influ ential reviews if they took liberties with the contribu- 
tions he sent them. And he contemptuously turned his back on the 
journalists, who believed that they controlled public opinion. Let 
them slate this novel or that! They were powerless to prevent the 
achievement of the comprehensive structure, which was more impor- 
tant than its component parts. Let them attack him, make fun of him 
in their witty entre filets, and ridicule him in their malicious anecdotes 
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and caricatures 1 He would take his revenge in his novels and show 
up the whole clique with its power and its omnipotence In the 
Illusions perdues he drew with indelible lines on the wall of the 
century a picture of their systematic corruption of public opinion, 
their chaffering with reputations and spiritual values. Though his 
creditors might plague him with demands for redemption of his 
promissory notes and with lawsuits, though they might seize his 
furniture as security, yet they could not remove a single stone or a 
single gram of earth from the world that he was going to build. Noth- 
ing any longer had the power to unsettle him now that the design 
was ready, for he felt the strength within him to accomplish a work 
which he alone had been bold enough to plan, and he alone possessed 
the genius to bring to completion?) 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

The Unknown 


B ALZAC had no illusions about the immensity of the task 
that lay before him if he was to "take the lead in European 
i literature, the place occupied hitherto by Byron, Scott, 
Goethe, and Hoffmann.” He had reckoned that he would 
live to be at least sixty. During the thirty years or so that remained to 
him practically every day would have to be spent at his writing-table. 
There would be no margin for pleasure or personal comfort, and 
even when his debts were at last paid off and money was flowing 
in there would be no time left for enjoyment. He knew what the price 
involved in the way of renunciation, but he was not afraid because 
he took delight in his work. 

To achieve his purpose he needed one more thing — a modicum of 
solid ground under his feet. Now that he had launched on an enter- 
prise that demanded his whole strength and concentration, his longing 
for the primal essentials of life became more fervent and more 
impatient. He wanted a wife and a home, relief from the torments of 
the flesh, from harassment by debts, from struggling with publishers, 
from having to beg for advances on books which were not yet 
written. He wanted to be able to concentrate all his powers on the 
"monument that will endure longer on account of its massive dimen- 
sions and the immense accumulation of material than because of its 
structural beauty.” To acquire the peace of mind that would enable 
him to devote all his efforts to his task, he had to find the wife and 
the fortune that had for so long been the object of his search. 

He was too clear-sighted not to be aware that his plebeian appear- 
ance and manners contrasted unfavorably with the elegant habitues 
of the salons. Mademoiselle de Trumilly had turned him down. His 
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experience with Madame de Castries had taught him that even his 
most passionate advances did not make him seductive. He was partly 
too proud, partly too shy, to spend his time in tedious courtship. 
Madame de Berny, despite her fifty-four years, was understandably 
reluctant to choose her successor, while Zulma Carraud had little 
opportunity m her provincial circle to find him the wealthy aristocrat 
who would possess the necessary qualifications. His hopes could be 
fulfilled only by a miracle Since he had neither the time, nor the 
courage, nor the opportunity to look around for what he wanted, the 
woman he dreamed of would have to come to him. 

This was not logically to be expected, but in Balzac’s life it was 
the improbable that always happened. Without knowing him per- 
sonally, or perhaps just because they did not know him personally 
and cherished romantic notions about their favorite writer, women did 
come to Balzac. Again and again he received letters from his feminine 
readers, many of which have survived. These readers were curious 
about him and sometimes not averse from adventure. Madame de 
Castries was not the only woman whose acquaintance he owed to the 
postman. There was a series of affectionate women friends, of whom 
we mostly know only the Christian names, who eventually followed 
up their letters with personal visits, and one of them, as has already 
been pointed out, had a child by him. Might not one of these letters 
one day lead to a permanent love instead of a short-lived liaison? That 
is why Balzac read these epistles from his feminine admirers with 
particular care. They strengthened him in his feeling that he could 
mean a great deal to a woman, and whenever the tone of a letter or 
any special phrase awakened his curiosity he replied at considerable 
length. When a communication of this sort reached him it was as 
though a delicate and alluring fragrance suddenly pervaded his 
isolated, closely curtained chamber. It brought home to him more 
vividly than did any critique or other public appreciation that a vibra- 
tion emanated from him to which women were especially sensitive. 

One day there lay on his table a voluminous letter in a feminine 
hand which had taken some weeks to reach him. It had come from 
Russia and was sealed with a crest bearing the words Dm ignotis and 
signed “ UEtrangere ” — the Unknown. It arrived, however, on an 
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inauspicious day, on that 28th of February, 1832, when Balzac 
received his first invitation from Madame de Castries to call on her 
at the Palais de Castellane He therefore left it unopened, but it was 
to have a decisive influence on the rest of his life. 

This fateful letter had a strange story behind it, and Balzac him- 
self could have mvented no more theatrical or exotic beginning for 
a romantic love story. The scene was set in a country mansion m 
Volhyma, one of those great rambling manors of the nobility which 
look all the more impressive because they are so completely isolated. 
There was no town in the vicinity, not even a proper village, only the 
low, thatched huts of the serfs Round about, as far as the eye could 
see, stretched the vast, fertile fields and endless forests of the Ukraine, 
all belonging to the rich Russo-Polish Baron Wenceslav Hanski. 

The noble manor which dominated the wretched dwellings of the 
serfs was equipped with every luxury that Europe had to offer. It 
contained valuable paintings, a well-stocked library, oriental carpets, 
silver plate from England, furniture from France, and porcelain from 
China. The stables were filled with carriages, sledges, and horses. 
Yet the whole host of serfs, indoor and outdoor servants, grooms, 
cooks, and governesses could not protect Baron Hanski and his wife, 
Evelina Hanska, from their most ferocious enemy, from the boredom 
of their isolation. Baron Hanski, in the early fifties and not very 
robust, differed from his neighbors in that he was not a keen hunts- 
man, a confirmed gambler, or a hard drinker. The administration of 
his estates inspired him with little interest, since in any case he did 
not know what to do with the millions he had inherited. Even the 
ownership of thousands of "souls,” as the serfs were called in Tsarist 
Russia, gave no pleasure to his prosaic soul. His wife was even more 
bored than he was by the complete absence of any kind of stimulus 
or intellectual intercourse. As the Countess Rzewuska, she had once 
been a famous beauty, and in the house of her parents, who belonged 
to the highest Polish aristocracy, she had learned to regard cultured 
society as a necessity. She spoke French, English, and German, pos- 
sessed literary tastes, and her interests were those of the Western 
world which, alas, was now so far off. 

In Wierzchownia there was not a single person to be found who 
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could satisfy her need for intellectual stimulus and friendly con- 
versation. The owners of the neighboring estates were uncultured 
and uninterested in the things of the mind, while the two impover- 
ished relatives whom Madame de Hanska had taken into her home as 
companions, Severine and Denise Wyleczinska, had little to con- 
tribute. The house was too spacious, and the solitude by which it was 
encompassed was even more spacious. For six months of the year it 
was enveloped in snow, in a pall of unrelieved white, and never a 
visitor came to the door. In the spring they made a journey to Kiev 
to dance at a ball, and once every three or four years they would per- 
haps go to Moscow or St. Petersburg. Otherwise the days passed bleak 
and empty. In eleven or twelve years of marriage Eva de Hanska 
had presented her husband, who was almost twenty-five years older 
than herself, with seven — or, according to another account, five — chil- 
dren, of whom all except one had died. The Baron was prematurely 
aged, but she herself at the age of thirty was a well-built, attractive 
woman, though inclined to corpulence Soon, however, she too would 
have grown old, and life would have passed her by. 

With the monotony of the enveloping snows in winter and the end- 
less fields in summer an equally boundless boredom brooded over 
the house. The sole event of the week to which its occupants could 
look forward with eagerness was the arrival of the post. There were 
still no railways in Russia, and once every seven days the sledge or 
coach brought its precious freight from the distant and almost legen- 
dary "West.” And what an event it was! The Hanskis subscribed to 
foreign newspapers in so far as the censorship permitted, particularly 
the Parisian conservative Quotidienne, and to such literary reviews as 
existed in France. Furthermore, their bookseller sent them regularly 
all the new publications of any importance. Distance lent significance 
to the commonplace happenings of everyday, and the newspapers 
which in Paris were scanned with a listless eye were here read through 
with absorbed interest from the first syllable to the last. Similarly 
with the books. No Paris journal criticized or discussed the latest 
publications in such detail as did this isolated household on the edge 
of European civilization. In the evening Madame de Hanska would sit 
with her two nieces and Mademoiselle Henriette Borel, her daughter’s 
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Swiss governess, exchanging views on the day's reading. Sometimes, 
though not very often, her husband or her brother, if he happened to 
be paying them a visit, would join the gathering, and they argued the 
pros and cons until every petty fait divers mentioned in the Parisian 
journals had been analyzed with passionate absorption Actors, writers, 
and politicians were spoken of with bated breath as if they were 
divine creatures with whom mere mortals could have no contact. 

On one of these long winter evenings m 1831 the discussion had 
been particularly vehement. They had been arguing about a new writer 
who had recently achieved fame in France, a certain Honore de Balzac. 
His name was on everybody’s lips, and the women in particular were 
roused either to enthusiasm or wrath. He had written a magnificent 
book, Scenes de la vie pnvee, and never had any novelist looked so 
deeply into the feminine soul or manifested such sympathy with 
lonely, disillusioned women. What touching indulgence he showed 
for their faults and weaknesses! Yet there was the incredible paradox 
that a man of such delicate perceptions had at the same time published 
a book called Physiologie du manage which was filled with a detesta- 
ble irony and cynicism! How could an author with such insight into 
the feminine temperament lower himself to such an extent as to make 
the whole sex the subject of mockery and scorn? And then there was 
his new novel, La peau de chagrin! A masterpiece, no doubt, but how 
could Balzac allow his charming young hero, who was loved by such 
a noble girl as Pauline, to abandon her for the sake of a cold society 
coquette like the Countess Fedore? No! A genius like this Monsieur 
de Balzac ought to have a better opinion of women. He ought only to 
portray noble souls as in the Scenes de la vie privee and not waste his 
talent on people like the Countess Fedore, to say nothing of that 
frivolous bacchanalian orgy. What a pity that he could not remain true 
to his better self! Somebody really ought to take him in hand and try 
to keep him on the right path! 

"Well!” suggested one of the ladies present. "Why should we not 
do it ourselves? Let us write to Monsieur de Balzac!” The other 
ladies were divided between laughter and horrified protests. No, that 
was quite impossible! What would Monsieur de Hanski say if his wife 
were to correspond with a strange gentleman in Paris? One must not 
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compromise one’s reputation, for Monsieur de Balzac was said to be 
a youngish man and since he had been flippant enough to write a 
Physiology du manage there was no placing any trust m him. In any 
case, who could tell what a Frenchman of that kind might not do 
when he received such a letter? All these speculations and apprehen- 
sions, however, only served to make the adventure all the more 
piquant, and they decided eventually to send him a joint letter It 
would be an amusmg idea if this mysterious author, who idolized 
women and made fun of them in the same breath, could himself be 
mystified for a change So they would concoct a letter between them, 
something very romantic and sentimental, in high-flown language and 
liberally sprinkled with honeyed words of admiration, a charade which 
he would have to exert himself to puzzle out. It would not, of course, 
be signed by Madame de Hanska, or even be in her handwriting. 
Either her brother or Mademoiselle Borel, the governess, could copy 
it, and to increase Monsieur de Balzac’s bewilderment and tickle his 
curiosity even further the letter would be sealed with the motto Dm 
ignotis He would imagine that he was esteemed by ''unknown gods” 
who wished to bring him to a realization of his true self, and not be 
made aware that his real admirer was a certain terrestrial Madame de 
Hanska who already possessed a very terrestrial husband. 

Unfortimately this letter has not survived, and we can only sur- 
mise its actual contents. There is another letter available, however, 
which was also written at the time when the communications signed 
VEiianghe were being composed jointly by Madame de Hanska and 
her mirthful little circle at Wierzchownia. Later on, when the cor- 
respondence entered a more serious stage, she certainly refrained from 
effusions such as — 

"From the moment I read your works I identified myself with you and 

with your genius Your soul stood before me in shining clarity. I fol- 
lowed your progress step by step.” 

Or — 


"In my eyes your genius appears exalted— but it should be divine.” 


Or — 
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'There you have my whole essential being In a few words I admire 
your talent, I honor your soul 1 should like to be a sister to you.” 

This, however, must have been the key in which the first anonymous 
letter was written, for one can feel in every word how heartily the 
conspirators must have applauded the successful concoction of each 
inflated phrase, and perhaps the note of mystery was even more 
effective when it reached its addressee. The hodgepodge of sincere 
admiration, leg-pulling, and puckish humor could not have fulfilled 
its purpose more completely, since Balzac was teased and fascinated. 
Gushing letters from ladies were not an unusual phenomenon, so far 
as he was concerned, but they had hitherto emanated either from Paris 
or, at the most distant, from one of the French provinces. A letter 
from an admirer in the Ukraine was in those days a far greater cause 
for astonishment than would be a similar missive today from the 
South Sea islands, Balzac swelled with pride at the thought of how far 
his name had been carried on the wings of fame. Up till then he had 
been vaguely aware that his writings were awakening some interest 
abroad, but he had not the faintest inkling of the fact that even the 
great Goethe was discussing La peau de chagrin with Eckermann at 
Weimar. And as in the case of the first communication from Madame 
de Castries, he breathed in the heady fragrance of aristocracy. Only a 
Russian aristocrat could write such perfect French, and only a wealthy 
person could afford the luxury of the heavy postage incurred in reg- 
ularly dispatching all the latest publications from Pans to the remote 
wilds of the Ukrame.(Balzac’s imagination set to work His unknown 
correspondent must be young, beautiful, and of noble birth Before 
long he was irrevocably convinced that she was a princess at the very 
least, and in the first intoxication of flattered delight he informed his 
intimate friends of the " divine lettre de la prmcesse russe ou polo- 
naise,” which he showed to Zulma Carraud and possibly to others 
as welf) 

Balzac never let a princess wait for an answer, but his anonymous 
admirer had given neither name nor address. Even much later she 
assured him, "For you I am 'the Unknown/ and I shall remain so all 
my life. You shall never learn who I am. . . 

How, therefore, could he write to thank her? There seemed no way 
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of getting into touch. At last he hit upon an ingenious idea. A new 
and enlarged edition of the Scenes de la vie privee was already in type, 
and one of the stories he had added, U expiation, was not yet dedi- 
cated to anybody He sent a note over to the printer instructing him 
to reproduce the seal, with its motto Diis ignoiis , on the title-page in 
facsimile and to put beneath it the date “28 February, 1832.” When 
she looked through the new volume, which she would doubtless 
receive in due course from her bookseller, she would see with what 
delicate discretion he had chosen this way of thanking, her. He would 
reply to princely homage in a princely fashion. 

Unluckily Madame de Berny was still doing him the friendly 
service of reading his proofs, and she apparently did not welcome the 
intrusion of "unknown gods/’ or rather goddesses, in the career of 
her protege. At her express desire the "silent token of my innermost 
feelings” was deleted before the final printing, and the little group 
of mischievous ladies at Wierzchownia remained unaware of the fact 
that their mysterious missive had stirred Balzac's exuberant imagina- 
tion beyond anything they could have expected. 

They had not expected an answer. They had shot an arrow into the 
air, but were not awaiting news of whether it had pierced its target 
For two or three weeks they relieved their boredom by speculating on 
the probable effect of their letter on Monsieur de Balzac, and they 
amused themselves with the invention of further devices for stimu- 
lating his curiosity and rousing him to a sense of his true vocation. 
They composed a second and probably a third letter. One of their 
objects at least had been achieved. They had discovered a new game 
to take the place of i’hombre or whist or patience — writing letters to 
Monsieur de Balzac. 

It was an amusing game, but like all games it tended in the long 
tun to become wearisome unless the stakes were raised. Gradually 
they began to wonder whether their letters, concocted with so much 
art, cunning, and fanciful humor, had really reached their destination. 
Perhaps it might be possible to find out by some means or other 
whether Monsieur de Balzac had felt annoyed or flattered. As it 
happened, Madame de Hanska and her husband were planning a trip 
to Western Europe in the spring, and perhaps the correspondence 
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could be continued more easily from Switzerland, with the prospect 
of even receiving a reply from the famous author. 

Curiosity, like necessity, is the mother of invention, and in 
November Madame de Hanska decided jointly with her confidantes 
to send a further anonymous letter. This is the first that has survived. 
After the usual effusive outpourings and assurances of spiritual com- 
munion, a challenge was offered to destiny. Did Monsieur de Balzac 
wish to receive further letters from his unknown correspondent? Was 
he "prepared to enter into contact with the divine spark of eternal 
truth?” After a spate of emotional rhetoric she suggested to him that 
he should at any rate acknowledge receipt of the present communi- 
cation. Since she was still unwilling to let him know either her name 
or her address, she proposed the, at that time unusual, method of 
inserting a personal announcement in a newspaper: 

"A word from you in the Quotidienne will assure me that you have 
received this letter and that I may write to you again with an easy mind. 
Please sign your communication al’E . . . H.B” 

Madame de Hanska must have experienced a strange thrill when 
on the 8th of January, 1833, she opened the number of the Quoti- 
dienne dated the 9th of December and read in the advertising section: 

"Monsieur de B. has received the communication addressed to him. It is 
only today that he is m a position, with the help of this journal, to 
acknowledge it, and it is a source of regret to him that he does not know 
where he can send his answer. A I’E . . . H. de B, }} 

In the first startled surge of emotion she no doubt felt delighted 
that the great Balzac had expressed a wish to write to her. Her second 
feeling, however, must have been one of shame that he should have 
been led into taking seriously the deliberately exaggerated sentiments 
of the family circle at Wierzchownia. The situation had passed 
beyond its humorous stage and was growing dangerous. Her husband, 
a sober-minded country gentleman with a strict sense of honor, had 
been kept entirely in the dark about the joke which was being perpe- 
trated by his wife, her two nieces, and the Swiss governess, and the 
joke had remained harmless so long as "the Unknown” was a pseudo- 
nym for the four ladies whose joint efforts had kept it going. If she 
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were now to enter into a serious correspondence it would have to be 
behind her husband’s back and without the knowledge of those who 
had hitherto been her accomplices. 

Madame de Hanska was beset by doubts. She had a foreboding 
that she was about to embark upon an adventure which was incom- 
patible with the demands of her rank and with personal honesty Yet 
there was a piquant satisfaction to be gained from tasting forbidden 
fruits, and it was difficult to resist the temptation of looking forward 
to a reply in the author’s own hand. Nor was she insensible to the 
pleasurable prospect of being able to figure in her own imagination 
as the heroine of a Balzac novel. 

For the moment she could not make up her mind and, as women 
will, she postponed the inevitable decision. She did, it is true, send 
Balzac an immediate reply, but the tone of this letter was different 
from that of its predecessors. Refraining from any further ebullitions 
of gushing admiration, she merely informed him that it was her 
intention in the near future to take a trip which would bring her 
nearer to the frontier of France, and though she was desirous of con- 
tinuing the correspondence this would be feasible only if she could 
be assured that there was no risk of her being personally compromised 
by any act of indiscretion: 

"I should like to receive an answer from you, but I have to be so careful, 
it is necessary to choose so many devious means, that I cannot yet 
venture to give a binding promise. On the other hand, I do not wish to 
remain in a state of uncertainty about my letters, and I beg you to let 
me know at the earliest opportunity what possibilities you may be able 
to envisage for an unimpeded correspondence between us I trust en- 
tirely to your word of honor that you will make no attempt to discover 
the identity of the recipient of your communications, for I should be 
lost if it were to become known that I am writing to you.” 

This was in a completely different key. This was Madame de 
Hanska herself, and one can deduce for the first time something of 
her real character. She was a woman who kept a clear head even 
when about to launch into an adventure. If she were to take a false 
step, she would do so with head proudly erect and in full command 
of her wits. 
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The new turn of events involved, in particular, a struggle with her 
pride. Once Balzac had replied in the columns of the Quoted tenne a 
combination of curiosity, vanity, and the instinct to try a gamble 
impelled her to exchange letters with him of a more personal nature. 
But a letter from Paris was too rare an event at Wierzchowma for it 
to be able to reach her hands without attracting attention When the 
postman arrived the whole household was agog with excitement and 
everyone who received a letter or parcel of any kind was the envy of 
all the others. So there was no prospect whatsoever of smuggling 
anything through without her husband and her relatives being aware 
of it. She would have to let a third party into the secret, somebody 
who would meet her wishes without question and was absolutely 
trustworthy. 

Fortunately there was such a paragon near at hand in the person 
of h er daugh ter's governess, ^Hennette Borel, affectionately called 
Lirette, who came from a pious middle-class family in Neuchatel and 
had been in the service of Madame de Hanska for some years. Living 
so far away from her people and her friends, with no opportunity of 
meeting men, she was devoted to her employers and their daughter. 
It is practically certain that the first letters, composed as a platsantene 
by the little circle to which she belonged, were in her handwriting, 
and when Madame de Hanska decided to give the correspondence a 
more personal touch without her nieces knowing, nobody seemed 
more suitable than Lirette to act as an intermediary. It would not 
occur to anyone that a letter from Paris addressed to Henriette Borel 
could possibly be from Honore de Balzac, and there was little doubt 
that the pious, simple young woman would agree to the subterfuge 
since she could have no inkling that she was doing her mistress more 
than an innocent favor. She was being led by her loyalty to Madame 
de Hanska into committing at the very least an act of disloyalty 
toward the Baron, and this conflict of duties, though she was not 
aware of it at the time, appears to have troubled her conscience later on 
when the relations between Madame de Hanska and Balzac began to 
assume a "sinful” character. For the rest of her life she remained 
oppressed by a sense of guilt at having been a go-between in a decep- 
tion which ended in adultery. A conflict of feelings seems to have 
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developed at a fairly early stage, and she was never able to conquer a 
secret antipathy toward Balzac, who for his part immortalized her in 
La cousme Bette . When Monsieur de Hanski died her suppressed 
sense of guilt broke forth from its restraint, and immediately after 
the funeral she declared that she could no longer stay in the house. 
To do penance for having helped others to commit a mortal sin she 
took refuge m a convent. 

It was Hennette’s connivance that made a regular correspondence 
possible. Balzac was informed of the cover-address to which he was 
to write, and Madame de Hanska, fascinated by the dangerous game 
she was playing, waited with growing impatience to see whether he 
would leply. 

Her astonishment can be imagined when not one but two letters 
arrived m quick succession. One of them (which opens the correspon- 
dence in so far as it has come down to us) was calculated both to 
thrill and to discomfort the chatelaine of Wierzchownia. Balzac had 
taken the gushing phrases perfectly seriously, in spite, as he said, of 
"the mistrust which my friends have constantly tried to arouse in me 
against certain communications which are similar to those I have had 
the honor to receive from you.” He allowed himself "to be earned 
away by a feeling of confidence” and described the enthusiasm to 
which he had been stirred by her letter: "You were the subject of my 
most delightful dreams!” 

In a further passage, adopting and even excelling her own extrava- 
gant tone, he declared: 

"If you had been able to witness the effect which your letter had on me 
you would have perceived at once the gratitude of a man in love, the 
heartfelt trust, the pure affection which binds a son to his mother . . . 
the sincere respect felt by a young man for a woman and his delicious 
hopes of a long and ardent friendship.” 

Sentiments of this kind, which were expressed in Balzac’s worst 
style and smacked of the romantic novelettes of his youth, were bound 
to go to the head of a lonely woman whose lot was cast in the darkest 
depths of the Ukraine. It was really frightfully kind and mag- 
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nanimous of him to wish to dedicate one of his stories to her, whom 
he had never met! Her first impulse was to reply with equal candor. 
Unhappily, however, there was one disagreeable circumstance which 
clouded her joy. Almost simultaneously (whether a little later or a 
little earlier we cannot say, since this letter has not survived) a second 
communication arrived from Balzac and this too was in answer to her 
last letter, but in an entirely different handwriting. Which, then, had 
been written by Balzac, and who had written the other? Or was, 
perhaps, neither from Balzac? Was it possible that he could be trying 
to make a fool of her by sending her letters made up by second and 
third parties in the same way that her own earlier missives had been 
concocted by a kind of drafting committee? Was he playing the same 
game with her that she had been playing with him, or was he in 
earnest? In her disquiet she compared the two letters again and 
again. Finally she decided to write and ask him for an explanation 
of the discrepancy in the handwriting and diction. 

It was Balzac's turn to feel embarrassed. Working under pressure, 
it had slipped his notice when he wrote to Madame de Hanska that 
a reply had already been or was about to be dispatched in his name. 
When the letters from his feminine admirers became too numerous 
for him to cope with, he had found a way of keeping these ladies In 
a good humor without encroaching upon his own valuable time. They 
were simply handed over to Zulma Carraud, who answered them in 
his name. Zulma, to whose nature jealousy was foreign, had plenty 
of leisure in the dull provincial town where she lived, and she found 
it amusing to go through these effusions and reply to them in Balzac's 
characteristic style. It seems that the "divine lettre de la princesse russe 
on polonaise ” had got mixed up with her work in hand, and she dealt 
with it in the usual way as a matter of routine. 

Balzac knew that he had committed a gaffe. Another man would 
either have been at a loss or would have been honest enough to admit 
the truth. But Balzac was never at a loss, and he never, or hardly ever, 
told "the Unknown" the truth about himself. Right up to the end 
their correspondence remained as insincere as it had been when it 
started. To a novelist like Balzac improbabilities never presented a 
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serious obstacle, so with a magnificently impudent somersault he 
leaped over the barriers of logic and bade her cast her doubts to the 
wind: 

"You have asked me with a certain mistrust to explain my two different 
handwritings. The fact is that I have as many handwritings as there are 
days in the year. . . . This flexibility springs from a power of imagina- 
tion which can conceive any idea whatsoever and yet remain as immac- 
ulate as a mirror which no reflection can sully.” 

He urged her to have faith in him and not entertain any appre- 
hension that he might be jesting. The Balzac who was even then 
writing his priapic Contes cholattques asked her to believe that he was 
"a poor child who had always been and always would be a victim of 
his own delicacy of feeling toward women,” In accordance with this 
self-portrait he began shyly to confide in her and to speak of his 
"heart, which has hitherto known but one woman in the whole 
world.” For a dozen pages and more he poured out similar vague 
confessions, discussed his literary style, and referred to his work, 
which compelled him "to renounce the love of women, though they 
are the only religion I have.” 

He mentioned the loneliness of his life, and one cannot help ad- 
miring the cautious subtlety with which he struck a slightly amorous 
note: 

"You, round whom I am fluttering as round a beloved illusion, you 
who are a pervading hope m all my dreams . . you do not know what 
it means to a writer when he can enliven his solitude with such a sw eet 
figure, whose form is rendered all the more charming by the elusive and 
indefinable quality of her being.” 

Before he had even learned her name or seen her picture he was 
assuring her in his third letter: 

"I love you, my Unknown 1 And this singular circumstance is but the 
natural consequence of a life that has always been bleak and unhappy. 
... If there ever was a man whom such an adventure had to befall, I 
was that man.” 

The first reaction to these premature outpourings is a sense of dis- 
comfort. There is a strained artificiality which leaves a bad taste, and 
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one cannot free oneself from the suspicion that Balzac was deliber- 
ately working himself up into a state of romantic sentimentality that 
was far from his true feelings So far as can be judged from the only 
example of Madame de Hanska’s epistolary style that has survived, 
since after his death she prudently burned most of the letters she had 
written to him, these could have contained little other than rapturous 
adulation and an affectation of mawkish melancholy Nor is there to 
be found in her letters to her brother a single line which offers any 
hint of an outstanding personality. Balzac himself has unconsciously 
thrown light on what would otherwise remain inexplicable* "I have 
to create passions for myself!” 

He wanted to make a love story out of his own life, and when his 
first concept was ruined by the aloofness of Madame de Castries he 
tried another shot at random with his new admirer He was in- 
stinctively acting in accordance with the temper of the age, for during 
the Romantic decades the reading public of Paris and of Europe 
generally expected its writers not only to write exciting novels but 
also to live them. In order to win his readers’ hearts an author had 
himself to be the hero of a love story which was unfolded against a 
background of high society and formed the topic of sensational 
gossip. Byron’s adventures and his liaison with the Countess Guicdoli, 
Liszt’s elopement with Madame d’Agoult, the relations of De Musset 
and Chopin with George Sand, Alfieri’s association with the Countess 
Albany — these had stirred the public interest no less than their writ- 
ings or their music, and Balzac, who was even more ambitious to 
succeed in society than he was to produce literary masterpieces, was 
anxious not to lag behind his colleagues. When therefore he laid 
bare his heart to his unknown "princess” and overwhelmed her with 
veiled declarations of love instead of the mere polite letter of thanks 
that might have been expected, it was done out of no spirit of naivete, 
as he alleged, but with the fixed intention of building a romantic 
liaison. He wanted to "create” a passion. 

His early letters to Madame de Hanska are comprehensible only if 
we regard them as the first chapters of a novel, for the continuation 
of which he relied not on inspiration but on the course of events. 
His unknown heroine, whose vague outline was to become more 
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dearly delineated in the later chapters, was for the time being in- 
vested with glamour only by the magical effects of distance and high 
social rank. The hero was to be Balzac himself, but transposed into a 
different key as a romantic youth yearning in vain for the "pure” 
love which had hitherto been denied him by a cruel fate that had 
sown his melancholy path with thorns. 

If we follow line by line the self-portrait which Balzac drew for 
Madame de Hanska, the following picture emerges. He lived alone 
in the great city. In the whole wide world there was not a single soul 
to whom he could confide his inmost thoughts. Whenever his heart 
had been set upon anything the result had been only disillusionment, 
and none of his dreams had been fulfilled.^He had been misunder- 
stood by everybody, and there was none to appreciate his affectionate 
nature: "I am the victim of malicious calumny. You can have no 
conception of the spiteful reports that are spread concerning me, the 
slanders and the crazy charges.” In Paris, in the world outside, people 
only saw him through a distorting lens: "One thing alone is certain — 
my solitude, my increasing labors, and my sorrow.” In his despair he 
had buried himself in his work as "Empedocles flung himself into the 
crater where he hoped to find peace/*) 

He was a "poor artist,” despising money, scorning fame, longing 
only for love as Parsifal longed for the Holy Grail: 

"My sole passion, which has brought me nothing but disappointment, 
is woman. ... I have observed women, studied them, learned to know 
them and to love them tenderly. Yet the only reward that has fallen to 
my lot is to have been understood by great and noble hearts that are 
far away. I had to entrust my desires and my dreams to my writings/' 

No one wanted "the love that dwells within my heart, the kind of 
love I crave, and which is always misunderstood.” And why was it 
misunderstood? "Doubtless because my love is too strong.” 

On another occasion he wrote: 

"I was prepared for the greatest sacrifices. I went so far as to dream of 
enjoying but one full day of happiness a year with a young woman who 
would appear in my eyes to be a creature from fairyland. With this I 
should have been content and to such a woman I should have r em ained 
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faithful But here I am, growing older, already thirty-five years of age, 
wearing myself out in work that demands more and more effort, with 
my best years already consumed, and in reality I have achieved nothing/’ 

To accelerate the pace of his novel, Balzac adapted his elastic emo- 
tions to what he deduced to be the moral and intellectual qualities of 
Madame de Hanska, who would presumably make little response to 
the advances of a Casanova. What she would expect from an artist 
would doubtless be purity of mind and a sense of piety. His yearning 
for a woman’s love must therefore be tinged with melancholy. He 
must put on a little Byronic make-up in the way of romantic despair. 
After this well thought out preliminary skirmishing, however, in 
whic h he presented a touching picture o f sincerity, purity of mind , 
trustworthiness, solitude, and innocence, he went in swift crescendo 
to the attack. With his mastery of technique” he knew that if a novel 
is to provide the excitement intended by its author, it must swing 
into its stride early /Jn his opening letter the heroine was only "the 
subject of my most delightful dreams”; in the second he was "caress- 
ing” her "like a dream picture”; in the third he was already saying, 
"I love you, my Unknown!” In the fourth he loved her "more deeply, 
even without having seen you,” and was convinced that at long last 
he had encountered the ideal woman of his dreams: "If you knew 
with what passion I turn to you, for whom I have so long yearned, 
of what devotion I feel myself capable!”} 

After two more letters she became the heart "in which for the 
first time I have found comfort” — which can only be described as 
base ingratitude toward Madame de Berny and Zulma Carraud. He 
addressed her as his "dear and pure love,” as his "treasure” and 
"beloved angel.” She was the one and only mistress of his fate, 
though he did not yet know what she looked like or even how old 
she was: 

"If yon ask me to do so I will snap my pen in two tomorrow and in 
future no other woman will hear my voice. I shall request your in- 
dulgence only for my dilecta, who is like a mother to me. She is already 
fifty-eight, and you who are so young cannot be jealous of her! Oh, 
accept all the feeling I have to offer you and guard my emotions like a 
treasure! Take charge of my dreams and make my longings come true!” 
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She alone had made him realise the miracle of love, she alone was 
"the first to succeed in filling the emptiness of a heart that was ready 
to despair of love.” By the time he had learned her Christian name 
he was dedicating himself to her, body and soul, for all eternity: 

'Ton alone can make me happy. Eva, I go down before you on my bended 
knees, my life and my heart belong to you Slay me at one blow, but 
do not permit me to suffer! I love you with the whole strength of my 
soul. Do not allow my beautiful hopes to be frustrated!" 

If one asks how it was possible for Balzac to put such rapturous 
utterances on paper, utterances which not only appear to us insincere 
but must have repelled any normal sensible woman, the only feasible 
explanation is that he was working up a romantic love story and, as 
always happened when he was trying to be sentimental, he fell into 6 
an ecstasy of false feeling. Having idealized his heroine, he was com- * 
polled, in order to harmonize the picture, to present an idealized 
portrait of his hero as well. On closer study of his letters one cannot 
fail to be struck by the fact that his tender desire for love was empha- 
sized in more and more colorful and fiery tones as the prospect of 
personal contact came nearer. His calculations turned out to be correct. 
His apparently frank self -revelation and ardent assurances titillated 
Madame de Hanska’s desire to know more about the man who could 
write to her in such passionate terms. After having solemnly an- 
nounced her irrevocable determination to remain nameless and in ac- 
cessible, she allowed the veil of strict anonymity to flutter a little in 
the wafting breeze of her curiosity. Monsieur de Hanski suddenly 
found himself being urged by his wife to take her on a trip to Western 
Europe, and Balzac, in a fit of indiscretion that was unusual for him, 
wrote mockingly to his sister: 

"Don't you think it's a pretty piece of work to have tom a husband from 
the Ukraine and made him travel fifteen hundred miles in order to 
oblige a lover, who now only needs to journey a mere four hundred 
miles, the monster?" 

At the beginning of the year 1833 a whole caravan set out from 
Wierzchownia. The De Hanskis traveled in the manner of the Russian 
nobility, with their own equipage, numerous servants, and followed 
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by a vast amount of luggage. The indispensable Lirette accompanied 
them, ostensibly to look after their daughter Anna, but m reality to 
continue her good offices as a secret means of communication. 

The first lengthy halt was made at Vienna, evidently at the desire 
of Monsieur de Hanski, who had passed his early years in the 
Austrian capital and possessed many friends there, but the choice of 
Neuchatel as a summer resort was doubtless due to his wife, smce 
it was near enough to the French frontier to be within fairly easy reach 
if Balzac really wanted to meet her Monsieur de Hanski was pre- 
sumably persuaded to agree on the ground that Lirette’s parents lived 
at Neuchatel and she ought to be afforded the opportunity of spending 
some time in their company after having been exiled in the Ukraine 
so long. In any case he raised no objection, and in July they arrived 
in Neuchatel where they rented the Villa Andre for a few months. 

Balzac was secretly advised to put up at the Hotel du Faubourg, 
which was close to the Villa Andre, and there to await further 
instructions. He was delighted and counted the minutes that must 
pass before life itself penned the crucial chapter that was now to 
follow upon the romantic prelude of his own creation — the first cor- 
poreal meeting of two souls that had been destined for one another 
by Providence. There was just time to send off a hasty letter: 

“Oh, my unknown beloved, do not distrust me, do not believe anything 
bad of me; I am a more wanton child than you probably imagine, but 
I am also as pure as a child and I love as only a child can love!” 

He declared his readiness to travel under an assumed name, to 
avoid all suspicion, and it was arranged that in the first place he 
should stay at Neuchatel for only a few days, returning later in 
October for a whole month. One thing remained to be done before 
his departure. Neither Zulma Carraud nor the still jealous Madame 
de Berny must be allowed to learn the real reason for his sudden 
journey to Switzerland. They had to be put on the wrong scent, and 
Balzac was never at a loss for an explanation. He told them that he 
had to go to Besmgon to procure a special kind of paper for the 
printing of his next novel. Then he flung himself into the coach, and 
after four nights of bone-shaking travel he arrived at Neuchatel on 
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the 25th of September in such a state of exhaustion that instead of 
putting up at the Hotel du Faubourg, as arranged, he inadvertently 
booked a room at the Hotel du Faucon. Awaiting him was a letter 
with instructions to appear on the promenade the following day, the 
26th of September, between the hours of one and four. He had 
just enough strength left to indite another hasty note announcing his 
arrival and imploring her, 'Tor Heaven’s sake, let me know your 
real name!” He had sworn to love her for ever and to die for her, 
but he did not know what she looked like and was aware only that 
her Christian name was Eva. 

★ * * 

The curtain was about to go up on the most exciting scene in 
Balzac’s love story — the contact of two pure spirits. His dream prim 
cess must now remove her veil and reveal herself as an earthly being. 
On the promenade at Neuchatel, famed throughout the world for its 
beauty, their eyes would seek one another and at last would meet. 
What would happen then? Would his hopes be dashed when he 
found that the aristocratic figure of his dreams was in reality a woman 
of very ordinary appearance? What would be her feelings when the 
ethereal author whom she had pictured as pale and slender, with eyes 
in which languishing melancholy alternated with fiery passion, turned 
out to be a ruddy-cheeked, corpulent gentleman who looked more like 
a wine-merchant from Touraine than a literary knight who had 
entered the lists on behalf of the misunderstood women of the world? 
Would each flee from the sight of the other, or would they find one 
another sympathetic? What would be their first sign of recognition, 
or the first words that passed their lips? 

Alas! Posterity possesses no record of this important episode. There 
are a few legends, one of which states that he had already caught a 
glimpse of her at a window of the Villa Andre and been over- 
whelmed at her resemblance to the creature of his prophetic vision. 
Another pretends that she recognized him at once from his pictures 
and walked up to him without the slightest hesitation. According to 
a third, she was unable to conceal her first shock of disappointment 
at his commonplace appearance. These, however, are all later inter- 
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polations to which little credence can be attached, and nothing is 
known for certain except that at their first clandestine rendezvous 
some ingenious scheme must have been hatched whereby they could 
meet on a formal footing so that she might be able to introduce him 
to her unsuspecting husband as a social acquaintance. At any rate, on 
that selfsame evening Balzac was presented with all due solemnity to 
the De Hanski family, and instead of proceeding without delay to the 
hoped for practical demonstration of his passion for his “beloved 
angel,” he found himself confined to the role of entertaining Mon- 
sieur de Hanski and the latter’s niece. 

Monsieur de Hanski was a man of few words and a little eccentric, 
but he was also a man of culture with a profound respect for literary 
and social achievements. It pleased him greatly to be afforded the 
opportunity of meeting such a celebrated author, and he fell under 
the spell of Balzac’s sparkling conversation. It never occurred to him 
that there might be any reason for jealousy, since he had not the 
faintest suspicion of the possibility that his wife, nee Countess 
Rzewuska, might be the recipient of ardent love letters from a bour- 
geois writer of such unprepossessing appearance and embonpoint 
He was most cordial, invited Balzac to come again, and they took 
walks together. Such warmth of hospitality was, however, most incon- 
venient to the impatient lover, who had not endured four days and 
nights in a rattling coach merely for the pleasure of regaling the De 
Hanski family with literary anecdotes. He was on tenterhooks until 
he could draw down his “polar star” from tide heavens and fold her 
in his arms. 

Only on two or three occasions did Madame de Hanska manage to 
elude the eyes of her household and spend a short hour in Balzac’s 
company. As he wrote wrathfully to his sister: “Her confounded hus- 
band has not left us alone for a single second during these five days. 
He oscillates continually between his wife’s skirts and my waistcoat” 

Doubtless the pious Henriette Borel did her share in keeping them 
apart. All they succeeded in achieving was a fleeting tete-a-tete in the 
shadows of the promenade at some secluded spot on the lakeside. 
Yet to his surprise— he confessed to her later, “I was afraid that you 
might find me unattractive!”— he gained a minor success in the pre- 
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liminary skirmishing. In her remote Ukrainian fastness she had never 
come across anything like this fiery specimen of humanity, and she 
was able to appease her conscience by persuading herself that such a 
sensitive soul must not be upset by a display of cruelty on her part, 
so she allowed him to make love to her and even to steal a kiss in the 
shade of a spreading oak. This early pledge of affection was war- 
ranted to encourage an even less optimistic wooer than Balzac in his 
hopes of greater favors to come. 

In a rapture of delight he traveled back to Paris. Four further days 
and nights spent sleeplessly as an outside passenger herded with a 
number of equally stout companions on the uncomfortable top-deck 
of the stagecoach failed to damp his ardor. These were petty dis- 
comforts compared with the triumphant issue of his journey to 
Switzerland. Ail his expectations had been exceeded. His hitherto 
unknown correspondent could not have fitted more perfectly into his 
scheme of things if he had invented her himself as the heroine of one 
of his own novels. Unlike his former partners m love she had not 
yet reached middle age. As revenge for the deception he had played 
on her, she had tried to make him believe that she was only twenty- 
seven, and though this was certainly not true, she could not be more 
than thirty-two, and she was a fine figure of a woman to boot, un hel 
pezzo di came , as the Italians would say, an appetizing morsel. If 
Balzac, with his aptitude for artistic exaggeration, describes her as a 
te chef-d’oeuvre de beaute ” that need not surprise us. A portrait by the 
Viennese miniaturist Daffinger confirms the features which found 
favor in Balzac’s sight — 

The most beautiful black hair in the world, an exquisite skin with a 
delicate brownish tint, a charming little hand, the eyes languishing and 
revealing a voluptuous brilliance when opened to the full.” 

Otherwise Daffinger’s doubtless somewhat flattering picture dis- 
closes a threatening tendency to amplitude, with a double chin, plump 
arms, a rather thickset figure, and small, dark eyes with the veiled 
look in them which one finds m very shortsighted people. The face 
offers no clear indication of character, though there is more than a 
hint of secret depths. It was not, however, her physical charms alone 
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which captivated Balzac. He had found a real grande dame , culti- 
vated, well read, with a knowledge of languages, intelligent, and with 
polished manners that mightily impressed the plebeian in him. She 
was descended from one of the most distinguished families of the 
Polish nobility, and one of her great-great aunts had been Marie 
Leczinska, a Queen of France, so the lips on which he had been 
permitted to imprint a furtive kiss were privileged — or so at least he 
persuaded himself — to address the French monarch as "mon cousin ” 
Yet even this was not the final miracle. The diadem he was about 
to set upon his brow was of pure gold encrusted with precious gems. 
Madame de Hanska’s husband, to be sure, was not a prince, or even 
a count, as he had fondly imagined, but he possessed another impor- 
tant merit — the highest of all in Balzac’s estimation. He was im- 
mensely rich. He owned in actuality the millions which Balzac could 
only scatter fictitiously in the pages of his novels. He owned them in 
the form of good Russian securities, fields and forests, estates and 
serfs, and his wife — or rather his widow — would inherit them m due 
course. So Balzac discovered that Monsieur de Hanski, too, was 
endowed with a number of admirable and endearing qualities. In the 
first place,' he was about twenty-five years older than his wife. Sec- 
ondly, she was not passionately attached to him. Thirdly, his state 
of health left much to be desired. Since his days of poverty in the 
rue Lesdiguieres Balzac had not ceased to dream of being one day 
enabled to put his affairs in order through some lucky stroke of fate, 
which would magically transform his life of toil, worry, and humilia- 
tion into one of wealth, luxury, and the leisure to write. Now this 
prospect was brought within the bounds of possibility thanks to a 
fantastic adventure with a woman who, moreover, attracted him 
physically and was herself not disappointed in him. From that 
moment he devoted all his patience, tenacity, and energy to the task 
of winning her. The time had come for Madame de Berny, whom he 
had once “chosen now and forever,” to retire into the background. 
His “polar star” was to shine in unrivaled splendor — “the beloved, 
the only woman that the world holds for me.” 





CHAPTER TWELVE 

Geneva 


T HE journey to Neuchatel had been In the nature of a tactical 
reconnaissance. He had inspected the terrain and ascertained 
that the situation was favorable for the final assault, but in 
order to soften the defenses and force a capitulation it was 
necessary for him to return to Paris for further supplies of ammu- 
nition. If he was to present himself once more in the role of lover, 
as the wooer of a pampered woman and the esteemed friend of her 
wealthy husband, he must live in adequate style, put up at a decent 
hotel, and cut a good figure. He knew what was at stake. This 
adventure, which had begun so promisingly, held the prospect of 
great material and social advantages, and he redoubled his efforts to 
attain his goal. It was no exaggeration when he wrote: “Some of my 
friends here are very perplexed at the furious determination I am 
now displaying.” 

He was still crushed by a weight of debt that he could not shake 
off, but once more he succeeded in gaming a breathing space by the 
discovery of a publisher, a widow named Bechet, who was prepared 
to pay him twenty-seven thousand francs for the twelve volumes of 
his Etudes de moeurs au interne siecle, which were in part to be a new 
edition of the Scenes de la vie pnvee together with the Scenes de la 
vie de province and the Scenes de la vie pansienne . He was again 
receiving advance payment for work that was still to be done, but at 
any rate it was an excellent contract for those days and he exclaimed 
joyfully: 

“It will have its echo in our world of grudging envy and stupidity. It 
will rouse the choler of all those who so presumptuously believed tha t 
they could walk m my shadow.” 
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He was now in a position to satisfy at least his most importunate 
creditors, though he was still in debt to his mother and Madame de 
Berny. And though his jubilation was somewhat premature — a fort- 
night later he was again reporting, "On Thursday I have to pay out 
five thousand francs and I literally do not possess a single sou” — yet 
this did not worry him. He was used, as he said, to "these little 
jousts,” and he knew that he could earn plenty more by two or three 
months of hard work. His forthcoming visit to Geneva would prob- 
ably determine his fate for some time to come, and perhaps for the 
rest of his life: 

"So now it is a matter of getting down to work, day and night. I must 
win my fortnight of happiness m Geneva — these are the words that 
appear constantly before my eyes as if they were engraved on the inside 
of my forehead. They have given me courage such as I have never 
known before in my life.” 

This time Balzac was not exaggerating. Rarely had he worked 
more intensively and to better effect than under the intoxicating 
inspiration of his anticipated happiness. He was spurred on by the 
thought that he was working not merely for a publishers fee which 
would afford him a momentary respite, but for his final delivery from 
all the financial troubles by which he was beset, and the books he 
wrote during these months fully confirm the faith he expressed in 
his ability to give of his best: 

"I believe that at this thought the blood streams into my heart and ideas 
press into my brain My whole being feels that it is being raised to a 
higher pitch. Animated by this hope I shall undoubtedly create the 
finest work of which I am capable.” 

Balzac was trying to excel his previous achieveihent not only quanti- 
tatively, but also artistically and morally. From his talks with Madame 
de Hanska and from ber letters he had inferred that she was rather 
perturbed at the "frivolity” of such works as the Physiologie du 
manage , and he feared that his attempt to pass himself off as a pure- 
minded and romantic lover might be frustrated by the recent publi- 
cation of the Contes drolatiques . He wanted to prove that he was 
capable of greater and more noble feelings, and that his mind was 
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filled with humane and even religious ideals. His Medecin de cam - 
pagne, too serious a book for his normal public, was to testify to the 
fact that his lighter stories had been thrown off in his less responsible 
moods, whereas his best energies were being devoted to a genuine 
idealism At the same time he completed Eugenie Grandet, one of his 
imperishable masterpieces. Thus he had two further unimpeachable 
witnesses to his genius as an artist and his character as a man. 

While he was so boldly and vigorously preparing the way for the 
decisive scene in the novel of his own life, he did not neglect to strike 
the iron while it was still hot. He had no intention of allowing it to 
cool off, and every week he wrote ardent missives to his “dear 
Spouse d 3 amour” in which the more intimate tu had long since been 
substituted for the formal vous . He assured her that “a new and de- 
lightful existence” had begun for him and that she was the only 
woman he could love in this world. He adored everything about her, 
“your accent and your lips that speak of goodness and of bliss.” He 
was shaken at the realization of the completeness with which his life 
belonged to her — “There is no other woman in the whole world; 
there is only you.” He represented himself from the outset as a 
“poor slave” subject to her will, a muzhik who dared to gaze up at 
his exalted mistress. He surrendered himself to her, fettered hand and 
foot, to deal with as she would. If one were to believe his protesta- 
tions, there had never been since the beginning of creation any man 
who felt such boundless love for a woman. Every week he launched 
his incendiary bombs against the distant fortress: 

“Each day I find you more attractive. Each day you take up more room 

in my heart You must never betray this great love I feel for you.” 

To disperse her suspicions as to his immoral leanings — to his 
horror he learned that she had procured a copy of the Contes dro- 
laiiques — he assured her: “You do not realize die virgin purity of my 
love.” And he confessed: “For three years my life has been as chaste 
as that of a young girl.” 

This was all the more surprising in view of the fact that he had 
just proudly confided to his sister the news of his having become 
the father of an illegitimate child. 
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While he was thus bringing up his heavy guns to break down Ms 
beloved’s outer defenses, he was at the same time skillfully boring his 
way into her husband’s good graces by a process of underground 
sapping In addition to the more intimate letters which were for her 
eyes alone, he wrote others couched in more aloof terms, with the 
polite vous and Madame , which were clearly intended for the delecta- 
tion of Monsieur de Hanski Their purpose was to impress him with 
Monsieur de Balzac’s particular affection for the whole family, includ- 
ing the daughter, the niece, the governess, and Monsieur de Hanski 
himself, and to emphasize that the celebrated author’s sole object in 
coming to Geneva was that he might afford himself the pleasure of 
spending a few weeks in the company of such a charming household. 
(As a special mark of friendship he sent Monsieur de Hanski, who col- 
lected autographs, a manuscript of Rossini’s and begged him with 
touching modesty for permission to present his wife with the manu- 
script of Eugente Grandet He omitted to inform Monsieur de Hanski 
that he intended to inscribe in pencil on the back of the title-page the 
date on which he proposed to arrive in Geneva. The unsuspecting 
husband had no idea that both his wife and the pious Swiss governess 
were collaborating behind his back in the autobiographical novel on 
which Monsieur de Balzac was so busily and cunningly engaged. 

By December all his preparations had been completed. Eugenie 
Grandet , for the publication of which he had been waiting, turned out 
a triumphant success that confounded the most spiteful of his critics 
and supplemented his resources for the journey to an extent that 
exceeded his expectations. It was in a cheerful frame of mind that he 
registered on Christmas Day, 1833, at the Hotel de 1 ’Arc in Geneva, 
where he was welcomed by a first greeting m the shape of a valuable 
ring enclosing in a hidden capsule a lock of the black hair which he 
had so admired. This was a pledge that promised more to come, and 
for the rest of his life he wore it as a talisman^ 

★ ★ 

Balzac's sojourn in Geneva lasted forty-four days, and twelve hours 
of each day were devoted to his work. When announcing his immi- 
nent arrival, in rapturous terms which included an assurance of the 
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joy with which he looked forward to the blissful hours to be spent in 
the proximity of his beloved angel, he did not forget to inform her 
that his time-table would keep him tied to his desk from twelve mid- 
night until twelve noon every day. Even in paradise he could allow 
himself no respite. His afternoons and evenings alone would be availa- 
ble for demonstrations of the affection he felt for Madame de Hanska 
and her family respectively. The rest of his time was reserved for 
a very different emotion — the desire for revenge He had brought 
with him to Geneva the manuscript of La duchesse de Langeats, 
which described his abortive adventure with Madame de Castries, in 
order to complete it in the city where he had experienced the final 
rebuff; and it was not without deliberate intent that he chose this 
occasion for doing so. He doubtless relied upon the psychological 
pressure that he would thereby be able to exert on Madame de Hanska. 
If he read this manuscript to her evening after evening, she would 
realize an author’s power to avenge himself on a woman who trifled 
with his affections and refused to grant him the final pledge of love. 
She would be bound, either consciously or unconsciously, to feel 
apprehensive lest she herself should be exposed with equal ruthless- 
ness to the purgatory of public scorn. The more one studies Balzac’s 
letters, the more clearly does one see the skill with which he played 
his cards. While on the one hand he let her see the threat implicit in 
his malicious treatment of Madame de Castries, so that she might 
know how implacably he could behave toward a woman who was 
herself implacable, on the other he showed her by the naive enthu- 
siasm with which he spoke of Madame de Berny how grateful he 
could feel to a woman who had surrendered to him body and soul. 
Both the malice and the enthusiasm were touched up for Madame 
de Hanska’ s edification, but of this she was not aware. Little as we 
know of what happened at their furtive meetings, it is quite certain 
that Balzac’s mind was set on one absorbing purpose, to persuade his 
angel to "descend from heaven to earth” and yield him that which 
Madame de Castries in this selfsame city of Geneva had stubbornly 
refused to yield. 

It is evident from Balzac’s letters and entreaties that Madame de 
Hanska put up a determined defense. It is to be gathered that her final 



GENEVA 


211 


doubts as to his discretion had not yet been dispelled. Biographers 
and students of psychology have rather foolishly argued the point 
whether she was ever really "in love” with Balzac, as if the emotion 
of love were something that could be clearly and unambiguously 
defined, without being subject to fluctuations or inhibitions ^Even 
though, as her later life bears witness, she was of a strongly sensual 
nature, her passions were by no means uncontrolled by her reason. 
They were constantly kept in check by regard for her reputation and 
social position. Those dark, shortsighted eyes of hers could see clearly 
enough the path she was treading, the marble brow on which Balzac 
lavished his praise was capable of keeping her thoughts cool, and 
from the outset she was concerned to avoid being compromised by an 
adventure in which she was becoming more deeply involved than she 
had intended!) In this she was at odds with Balzac, who impatiently 
urged her to make the final decision. She never overcame a duality of 
feeling toward him, since in different spheres both her emotions and 
her judgment were different. While not ignoring his weaknesses, she 
admired him as a writer and recognized the uniqueness of his genius 
at a time when the critics of Paris were lumping him together with 
Alexandre Dumas and other contemporary novelists, but with the 
same clarity of vision she saw through the absurd exaggerations of his 
ecstatic method of courtship Her ear grew more and more alert to his 
little insincerities and opportunistic prevarications, and though as a 
woman she was unable to resist his erotic impulsiveness, her aristo- 
cratic instincts were offended by his uncouth manners, his lack of 
taste, and his plebeian self-assertiveness. All the soothing syrup in 
which he steeped his letters could not completely drowse her senses. 
She drank in eagerly the strange and overpowering fragrance of his 
blandishments, which pandered to her vanity and curiosity, but she 
did not allow it to go too far to her head. A letter she wrote to her 
brother during these days at Neuchatel shows how lucidly she was 
able to review her relations with Balzac: 

"I have at last made the acquaintance of Balzac, and you will ask 
whether my blind predilection for him, as you call it, has survived our 
meeting or whether I have been cured. (You will remember how you 
always predicted that he would eat with his knife and blow his nose on 
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his table-napkin. Well, he has not exactly committed the second of 
these crimes, but he really has been guilty of the first," It was, of course, 
embarrassing to watch him do this, and on various occasions when he 
made mistakes which we should describe as the result of being 'badly 
brought up* I tried to correct him, just as I would teach Anna the right 
thing to do in similar circumstances But ail this is merely superficial. 
The man himself possesses something that is more important than good 
manners or bad The genius of his temperament electrifies you and lifts 
you up to the highest realms of the spirit. It carries you away from your 
earthly self He makes you understand what has been lacking hitherto in 
your life I suppose you will again tell me that I am being exaltee , but 
I assure you that is by no means the case a My admiration for him cer- 
tainly does not render me blind to his faults — of which he has not a few. 
But he loves me, and I feel that this love is the most precious thing I 
have ever possessed If we had to part today, the effect he has had on 
my life would be that of a torch whose light will never cease to shine 
before my dazzled eyes — my poor eyes which sometimes grow so weary 
when I think of all the paltriness and pettiness of the world and of the 
people by whom I am surrounded.” 

These lines have a ring of sincerity which is absent from Balzac's 
letters. She could not resist a feeling of pride at being loved by a man 
of his genius, and she was ambitious enough to recognize that her 
correspondence with him made her the custodian of documents that 
would be of interest to posterity and would invest her, the wife of a 
landowner in the Ukraine, with historical significance. Fundamentally 
her mental and emotional attitude bore a remarkable analogy to that 
of Madame de Castries, who had also found happiness and pride in 
being wooed and idolized by the celebrated writer, while remaining 
coolheaded enough to prevent herself from being carried away by 
passion. She too drew back as he grew more importunate: “Let us 
love! Do not refuse me that which means everything 1 " 

She must have felt that she was acting dishonorably in paying 
clandestine visits to Balzac at his hotel, and certain boasting or gossip- 
ing on his part may have reinforced her doubts of his discretion, for 
he vowed that her surrender would only increase his love and 
gratitude: 
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"You will see that your acquiescence will only render my love more 
deep and strong. . . How can I put it into words ? I am intoxicated by 
the slightest waft of fragrance that comes from you, and if I had pos- 
sessed you a thousand times you would see me only the more drunk 
with love.” 

'(Thus the weeks went by. From midnight to noon he sat at his desk 
and drew his vengeful portrait of the Duchesse de Langeais who 
declined to grant her lover the final favor. Then he put down his pen 
and m the afternoon resumed his attempt to break the resistance of 
this other woman who would not submit to his will. 

At last fortune beckoned. After four weeks of obstinate refusal 
his angel descended from heaven to earth, and the room m tfie Hotel 
de 1’Arc was the witness to their adulterous love: 

"All yesterday evening I was saying to myself, 'She is mine 1 ’ Oh, the 
angels in paradise are not so happy as I was yesterday.” 

Balzac had set out to experience a romantic novel in real life, and 
he had succeeded. With a masterly sense of technique he had brought 
it to its climax, showing that the improbable was in fact probable and 
turning illusion into reality. A woman he had never seen had mate- 
rialized as the handsome, wealthy young aristocrat of his dreams and, 
after having offered himself as her lover before they had even met, 
he had at last attained his desire. His life was as full of unexpected 
excitements and exotic situations as any story in his Comedie humaine . 

This was only a first culminating point. The lovers had embraced 
and sworn eternal fidelity, b ut what wa s to be the se quel? Would 
Madame^de Hanska now follow him to Pans, abandoning the aging 
husband whom she did not love? Would she demand a divorce, so 
that she might honorably spend the rest of her life at the side of 
Honore de Balzac, exchanging her estate in the Ukraine and untold 
wealth for the right to bear his name? Would Balzac invent some 
fantastic continuation of the adventure that had begun so fantas- 
tically? 

In this, as in all oth er matters, Balz ac combined fa ntasy with 
realismTHe had been guided from the start by the maxim, une femme 
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et une fortune, and the chief stimulus to his ardor had been the fact 
that Madame de Hanska possessed both a patent of nobility and a 
fortune Nor did she for a single moment entertain the idea of settling 
down in a modest establishment in Paris where her principal occupa- 
tion would be opening the door to Balzac's creditors. Instead of the 
romantic sequel of an elopement, a divorce, and a duel, their plunge 
into sin was followed by a pact which was almost business-like in its 
cool calculation. The lovers promised to inform one another daily 
of their feelings and the happenings in their lives, and they exchanged 
caskets m which the letters they were to write could be preserved 
until — well, until Mons ieur d e H anski should be so amiab le as to 
refrain ^rom bei ng any longer an obstacle to their union. Meanwhile 
lEejT would consider ways and means of meeting occasionally in an 
inconspicuous manner that would cause no damage to Madame de 
Hanska’s reputation or give rise, God forbid, to scandalous gossip. 
Their love would be sanctified in the eternal bond of matrimony as 
soon as her husband’s demise made her the undisputed owner of 
Wierzchownia and the inheritress of his milli ons. 

To sentimental natures these vows may appear somewhat cold- 
blooded after the extravagant display of emotion by which they had 
been preceded. But Balzac saw nothing wrong in them. The pe ev ish 
pjd jnyalid could not last much longer tha n another year or two any- 
way, so he thought, and his unshakable optimism tofd him that where 
one miracle had happened two were not impossible. He shook hands 
heartily with the cuckolded husband, thanked him for his hospitality 
and a number of valuable presents, and the De Hanski family went 
off with their retinue and their baggage on a trip to Italy while Balzac 
returned to Pans to resume his work. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Farewell in Vienna 


B Y A tactical stroke of genius Balzac succeeded in concealing 
the things that he really wanted to keep secret behind an 
| apparently naive pleasure in talking about himself. When 
he bragged of his enormous fees, it was mainly so that 
people should not suspect the extent to which he had fallen mto 
debt. When he adorned his coat with gold buttons and kept his own 
carnage, it helped to hide the fact that he was unable to pay his 
baker’s bill. When he attempted to convince Gautier and George 
Sand that an author must lead a life of monastic chastity, his object 
was to silence any prying curiosity about the women who paid him 
clandestine visits. At a time when other men of letters publicized 
their affairs and did their best to keep their readers informed during 
every stage of their amorous adventures, Balzac maintained the utmost 
discretion. From the moment of his meeting with Madame de Hanska 
he preserved complete silence even to his closest friends, wdio for ten 
whole years had no inkling of her existence. Apart from the letter 
written to his sister in his first intoxication of delight at the prospect 
of the visit to Neuchatel, he never mentioned her name to a soul All 
her letters were kept in the casket she had given him, the key of which 
never left his person, while the dedication of Seraphita was couched in 
general terms of emotional lyricism that might have been addressed to 
any one of the numerous dukes, counts, and foreign aristocrats, both 
male and female, to whom he dedicated his stories. 

Madame de Bemy, in particular, had to be kept in the dark about 
this woman who from now on was to be the recipient of his confes- 
sions, the custodian of his manuscripts, and his eventual liberator 
from servitude. Shortly after his return from Geneva he visited his 
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former dtlecia. He wanted to spare her the knowledge that he had 
chosen (to use hxs own term) a predtlecta, to indulge her illusion 
until the last moment that she was the sole confidante of his secrets, 
for her health had rapidly deteriorated and the doctors left no room 
for doubt m Balzac’s mind that she had not much longer to live. It 
appeared almost incomprehensible to him that this frail old woman 
had but recently been his mistress: 

“Even if she should recover her health — as I hope she will — it would 
always be painful to me to watch the melancholy decline into old age. 
It is as if Nature had avenged itself suddenly, and at one stroke, for this 
woman's prolonged resistance to the laws of life and of time." 

This paling of the moon as the sun rose above the horizon was like 
a symbol At the moment when Balzac decided that another woman 
was to be everything to him, the life of the one who had given him 
her all began to ebb. 

There was perhaps a latent feeling of guilt in his visit to Madame 
de Berny immediately after his return from Geneva He was about to 
leave her, but he wanted to keep from her the knowledge that in his 
heart he had already done so. His weeks of tense excitement were 
succeeded by a brief lull. Sitting at her side, he could once more think 
over the past, the tortuous, thorny paths along which she had guided 
him. But the road had taken a new turn, and with renewed vigor 
Balzac threw himself into his work, intent on attaining his twin goals 
of wealth and immortality. 

* * it 

Whether it was his recent triumph at Geneva, the determination to 
prove to Madame de Hanska that she had given herself to a man who 
was worthy of her trust, or simply the need to earn enough money ‘ 
during the coming months for the defrayal of his expenses in follow- 
ing his Spouse d’ amour once more on her journey across Europe 
before she vanished into the twilit regions of the Ukraine, (Balzac 
almost excelled his previous efforts m the way of literary output 
after his return to Paris. JSome of his best work was produced dur- 
4 mgf this period, but the doctors were shaking th eir heads and warning 
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him to spare his strength He himself was apprehensive at times lest 
he should have a breakdown: 

"I am beginning to tremble I am afraid that I may be overwhelmed by 
fatigue and exhaustion before I have completed the structure on which 
I am engaged/’ 

^ Yet he continued to produce book after book. And what books 
they were 1 ‘'Never has my imagination moved in so many different 
spheres/" He finished La duchesse de Langeats, wrote La lecherche de 
I’absolu in “a hundred nights” between June and September, began 
on Seraphtta in October, started Pere Gorwt in November and con- 
cluded it m forty days, turned out Un dra?ne au bord de la met , La 
file aux yeux d’or, Melmoih reconctlte , and further sections of La 
femme de trente ans in December and the following months, and 
sketched out in his mind the plan of Cesar Btroiteau and Le lys dans 
la vallee. Incredible as this may sound, it was not the sum total of his 
output during these months^He was at the same time recastmg some 
of his earlier novels, collaborating on a play with Jules Sandeau, com- 
posing his Lettres aux ecrivains frangais du interne stecle , arguing 
with publishers, and dispatching with punctual fidelity five hundred 
pages of letters and diaries to his epouse d } amour. 

* * * 

While this Sisyphus of French literature was thus rolling his 
rocks up the hill, Madame de Hanska was enjoying her dolce far 
nienie in Italy. She wandered with her numerous retinue from one 
expensive hotel to the next, took her daily walks, had her portrait 
painted, ransacked the shops, and reveled in the artistic delights 
which Venice, Florence, and Naples had to offer a woman of cul- 
tured mind who had never hitherto stepped beyond the threshold 
of Russia. She possessed in abundance everything that Balzac lacked 
— money, leisure, and the entertainment in which these enabled her 
to indulge — and there is no indication whatsoever in their corres- 
pondence that she was moved by the slightest desire to interrupt her 
holiday and rush back to the arms of her lover. It is difficult to resist 
the suspicion that Madame de Hanska was interested less in Balzac 



BALZAC 


2x8 

himself than in his letters They were a tribute which she appears to 
have insisted on receiving regularly as her due, whereas despite the 
fact that she had plenty of time on her hands her own replies — as he 
so frequently complained — were few and far between. Throughout 
the twelve months or so of travel she expected a letter from him at 
each stopping place, and the muzhik did not fail to write faithfully 
and obediently in accordance with the demands of his imperious mis- 
tress. 

The form and temper of his letters had, however, to be altered to 
suit the circumstances. It was no longer possible to conduct their 
correspondence in secret, as in the days of Wierzchownia, Neuchatel, 
and Geneva; the Italian censorship kept strict watch on letters 
addressed poste restante and the arrival of too many communications 
from Paris for the Swiss governess would attract the attention even of 
the most unsuspicious husband. Balzac was compelled therefore to 
write openly to Madame de Hanska in a style which her husband 
could be allowed to read. The intimate tu was replaced by the formal 
vous, and the Spouse d’ amour became Madame, who was always 
politely requested to convey his affectionate greetings to "the Grand 
Marshal of the Ukraine, to her daughter Anna, to Mademoiselle 
Borel, and to the rest of the household.” There were no asseverations 
of eternal love and no further references to himself — one notes this 
with a sigh of relief — as her devoted "slave.” He wrote as though he 
had found in her during his sojourn at Geneva only a lady with 
literary interests and an infallible critical insight which had won his 
respectful esteem, so that he felt compelled to report to her all the 
details of his life. During the weeks he had spent in their company 
he had become so attached to the whole family that he could not 
resist the temptation to continue chatting with them in this way 
through the post. 

Nevertheless, his letters contained a code which was intelligible 
only to Madame de Hanska. When he confessed his passionate fond- 
ness for the Swiss landscape she knew quite well what was the real 
object of his nostalgia. The enticing but dangerous game went on. 
Balzac was concerned not merely to hoodwink Monsieur de Hanski 
into** believing that this friendship with his wife was of a purely 
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literary and intellectual nature He was also anxious to assure Mad am e 
de Hanska that she remained his one and only love, to whom he was 
immutably faithful even when she was so far away It seems that 
when they entered into their remarkable pact concerning their rela- 
tions with one another while her husband was still alive, either she 
had demanded or he, with his accustomed audacity, had promised that 
after the incident at Geneva he would return to his former alleged 
state of chastity. At any rate, each succeeding letter outdid the previ- 
ous ones in protestations of the loneliness and seclusion in which he 
was spending not only his days, but also his nights. Again and again 
he spoke of the "monastic life” he was leading and declared, "Never 
was solitude more complete than mine / 5 Or, "I am as solitary as a rock 
set in the middle of the ocean. My unending work is to no man's 
taste/' Another time he wrote "Here I sit, as completely alone as any 
woman in all the yearning of her love could wish me to be/' 

Unfortunately, Madame de Hanska appears to have given little 
credence to his assurances. She was shrewd enough to have realized in 
Geneva how unlike he was to the romantic portrait he had drawn of 
himself in his early letters, and having no doubt caught him out a 
dozen times in untruths, she could have had no illusions about the 
extent to which he was prepared to allow his imagination to color 
reality. Their intimate meetings in his room at the Hotel de I s Arc 
may have proved to her that he was not the shy, inexperienced ascetic, 
unversed in the arts of love, that he had pretended, and in any case 
she seems to have organized a fairly efficient intelligence service 
behind his back. 

Not perhaps entirely without an ulterior motive, she had furnished 
him on his departure from Geneva with introductions to the Russian 
and Polish aristocracy in Paris, and the Potockis or the Kisselews must 
have sent her reports which raised doubts in her mind as to whether 
he was in fact passing his days and nights in inexorable devotion to 
his work and sorrow for his sick friend, Madame de Berny. Balzac 
was too well known in Paris not to be noticed when he appeared at 
the theater twice a week, invariably in the company of some celebrated 
society beauty. 

Nor could it have remained hidden from her that her "poor galley- 
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slave,” in addition to his house in the rue Cassini, had rented another 
lodging in the rue des Batailles She must have hinted to him — since 
she destroyed her letters we cannot know for certain — that she was not 
so simple as to allow herself to be duped, for Balzac found himself 
hard pressed to explain He assured her — expatiating, for her hus- 
band's edification, on the theme of friendship, but she could read 
between the lines — that inconstancy and infidelity were alien to his 
nature. In case incriminating evidence should reach her ears, he 
skillfully tried to prepare his brief beforehand by a brilliant turning 
of the tables: 

"There are women who plume themselves on being of some consequence 
in my life and boast that they pay me visits.” 

It was all lies, calumny, and exaggeration It was true that he had 
taken refuge in music, but only because of his profound loneliness: 

' 'Sighing for the poetry I lack and which you know so well ” (She 
would think of the ana in Figaro and understand what he meant 1 ) 
No, this had nothing to do with worldly pleasures, with a desire to 
mingle in society: 

"Listening to music 1 That means loving the object of one’s affections 
only the more deeply It means thinking voluptuously of one’s secret 
longings, gazing into the eyes whose fire one loves and hearing the 
beloved voice.” 

Still she did not trust him, in spite of — or perhaps because of — 
the resourceful way in which he placed everything in a plausible 
light Her relations with Balzac depended upon her being able to 
have implicit confidence in him, since she feared nothing more than 
indiscretion on his part, and she began to display a certain reserve 
which made him uneasy. The trip to Italy came to an end in the 
summer, when the De Hanskis moved on to Vienna where they 
intended to pass the winter months. The following spring Monsieur 
de Hanski would take his wife back to that confounded estate of his 
on the borders of civilization and Balzac's polar star, his one shining 
ray of hope, would forever be beyond his reach. 

If was therefore essential that he see her again if the bond between 
them was to be strengthened. She had given herself to him in an un- 
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guarded moment, and unless her affection could be quickened by a 
renewal of personal contact there was a danger of his losing her. So 
he must go to Vienna. A pretext was easily found All his friends, 
including Monsieur de Hanski, were informed that a visit to the 
battlefields of Aspern and Wagram was necessary m order that he 
might put the finishing touches to his novel La batarile, which he 
had been planning for some years But the autumn slipped past, winter 
drew toward its close, and spring succeeded to winter. Balzac re- 
mained in Paris, thwarted by the obstacle which always stood in his 
way and was always the same whichever shape it took He either had 
to finish a novel, collect a fee of which he was in urgent need, or 
pay off a small debt in order that he might incur a larger one Mean- 
while, with a view to stoking the fires that had already burned rather 
low, he sent off letter after letter containing assurances of an early 
reunion. It was his hope that the fresh breeze of his presence in 
Vienna would soon fan the flames to their former glow. 

★ ★ * 

( An unfo r tunate accident nearly put an end to the prospect of 
reunion. The De Hanski household had arrived in Vienna at the end 
of July, and since the arrangements for conducting his secret corres- 
pondence had functioned without a hitch during their previous stay in 
that city, Balzac thought that after so many months of restraint he 
might venture to send Madame de Hanska poste restante a letter 
couched in ardent terms not destined for her husband's eyes. This time 
there was no formal use of vous and Madame, there were no friendly 
greetings to the 5 "Grand Marshal” or to Mademoiselle Severine and 
Hennette Borel, but only glowing torrents of affection for Madame 
de Hanska herself: 

‘"Oh, my angel, my love, my life, my happiness, my treasure, my dearest 
— how dreadful this enforced reserve has been* What joy it is to be v 
able to write to you now from heart to heart !” 

This impetuous opening was followed by the announcement that he 
proposed to leave Paris shortly to pay a visit to the De Hanskis at 
Baden near Vienna: 
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”1 shall hasten to you like the wind, though I cannot possibly give an 
exact date in advance since the journey will demand titanic exertions on 
my part But I love you with superhuman force.” 

After "six months of longing, of pent up love/’ he wanted at last 
"to kiss the divine brow, touch the beloved hair of which I have 
worn a lock so carefully next to my heart” Three days together with 
her would give him "life and strength for a thousand years.” 

Unfortunately this letter to his "chere blanche Mmette” perhaps 
together with another of an equally intimate nature, fell into the 
hands of Monsieur de Hanski, and there appears to have been a 
violent scene. Though we do not know what the immediate conse- 
quences were, Balzac, who had meanwhile had to postpone his depar- 
ture owing to financial difficulties, was compelled to take up his pen 
for the purpose of explaining to the outraged husband what had 
induced him to indite such an unambiguous declaration of love for 
Madame de Hanska. In view of the clear facts of the case, this was no 
easy task. The inventive genius of a Balzac was, however, not to be 
deterred by a problem of this nature. With the same effrontery that 
he had shown in persuading Madame de Hanska that he had different 
handwritings to correspond with his varying moods, he cheerfully 
served up an equally glib tale for the appeasement of her cuckolded 
husband Madame de Hanska, he declared, "the purest of beings, an 
utter child, the most serious, mocking, clever, holy, and philosophical 
person I know,” had laughingly said to him one evening that "she 
would like to see what a real love letter looks like.” He had there- 
upon replied in the same vein, "Well, it’s something like a letter by 
De Monteran to Marie de Verneuil,” meaning in the style of the two 
chief characters of his novel Les Chouans . They had joked about it 
innocently at the time, and later on Madame de Hanska had written 
to him from Trieste to remind him. "Have you forgotten about 
Marie de Verneuil?” she asked. This had recalled to his memory 
the fact that he had promised to show her a copy of a model love 
letter, and he had sent two missives of this kind to Vienna — both of 
which had apparently occasioned Monsieur de Hanski no less sur- 
prise than indignation when they fell into his hands. 
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To expect that any intelligent mao would believe such an explana- 
tion was equivalent to telling him in so many words that he thought 
him a fool Balz ac's nex t move, however, was far more dexterous. He 
asserted that immediately on receipt of the first letter — that is to say, 
before Monsieur de Hanski had discovered the compromising evi- 
dence — Madame de Hanska had sent him an indignant reply. "You 
cannot imagine/’ he wrote, "how dumfounded I was at the success 
of my stupid joke. She answered the first of these h um orous letters 
with frigid disdain — and I had already posted the second oner* 
Instead of candidly admitting to the deceived husband what had 
been going on behind his back, or begging him to excuse an unfor- 
tunate misunderstanding, he requested Monsieur de Hanski as one 
gentleman to another— and this was really a brilliant move — to take 
his part and help him to allay the wrath of the chaste and guile- 
less Mad ame de H ansk a. The very fact that she had forgotten their 
joke about the letters to Mane de Verneuil proved — -according to 
Balzac’s peculiar logic — that she regarded the reading of a love letter, 
even of one shown to her jestingly as a model, as highly improper: 
"Madame de Hanska’s indulgence would provide a noble demon- 
stration of the foolishness of my conduct. It would show what a saint 
she is, and that would be my consolation/* 

He further entreated Monsieur de Hanski ("if I have not already 
forfeited your friendship”) to be good enough to pass on to his 
wife the third volume of the Etudes de moeurs together with its 
accompanying manuscript. If, however, either of them should con- 
sider it unfitting to accept further tokens of friendship from the 
unworthy jester, "then please burn both the book and the manu- 
script/' 

Even if Madame de Hanska were to grant him a complete pardon, 
he would never be able to forgive himself for having hurt or offended 
but for a single moment such a noble soul: 

"It will doubtless be my fate never to see you again, but I should like to 
assure you how deeply I would regret that. I do not possess so many 
really affectionate friends that I could afford to lose one of them with- 
out shedding a tear/* 
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This was a dear hint to Monsieur de Hanski that the right and 
proper thing for him to do would be to beg Balzac to remain m 
correspondence with his wife and to insist that their mutual friend- 
ship must continue undimmed. 

Was Monsieur de Hanski really so naive as to believe this fan- 
tastic story? Or did he take the situation philosophically in the knowl- 
edge that m a few months his wife and her lover would be a thousand 
miles apart? Perhaps Madame de Hanska, reluctant to renounce her 
role as Balzac’s '’immortal beloved/" persuaded him to yield. All we 
know for certain is that they both acted as if they entered into the 
spirit of the joke, that Monsieur de Hanski wrote Balzac a concilia- 
tory letter, and that Madame de Hanska generously pardoned the 
sinner, for a month later we find him replying: 

"I resume our correspondence with all the respect due to Your Beauty 
(with a capital B, as in Your Highness, Your Grace, Your Mightiness, 
* Your Holiness, Your Excellence, Your Majesty . — Your Beauty com- 
prises all of these) 

Having eaten humble pie until he was forgiven, he was taken into 
favor once more and allowed to continue amusing his exalted friends 
with the petty details of his insignificant existence His noble patron- 
ess and her husband even accorded him their gracious permission to 
come to Vienna and pay his dutiful respects before they returned to 
their estate in the Ukraine, 


★ ★ ★ 

The * 'misunderstanding* * having been formally cleared up, it was 
to be expected that Balzac would set forth without further delay on 
his journey to Vienna. But the winter passed by, April arrived, and 
his departure from Paris was still delayed by fresh obstacles, or 
rather by the one great obstacle. Balzac was out of funds. He had 
finished Fere Goriot , three other novels, and a series of short stories, 
„ reaping his greatest literary success hitherto and considerable mone- 
tary rewards for his work, but whatever his industrious right hand 
managed to accumulate was recklessly squandered by his extravagant 
left. His new lodging and its furnishings, which according to his 
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letters to Madame de Hanska were Intended not for himself but for 
Jules Sandeau, had only been partly paid for The revenues from 
Pere Gorwt and other recent books were swallowed in advance by 
jewelers, tailors, and upholsterers. His calculation that he could earn 
a month of freedom by five months of intensive work had once ag ain 
been falsified, and he had to admit: 

J*I feel deeply humiliated at being as cruelly fettered to my debts as a 
serf is to the soil I am not the master of my own movements, but am 
rooted to the spot where I stand/* 

It was now Madame de Hanska s turn to be importunate Her 
husband was insisting that it was time for them to return home, and it 
was evidently only with the greatest difficulty that she had succeeded 
under a variety of pretexts m persuading him to remain m Vienna 
until the spring. April had been the final date to which he would 
agree, but relying on Balzac’s promise to come as soon as he had 
finished Seraph it a she extorted a further postponement of their 
departure. If he had not arrived by May it would be out of the ques- 
tion to wait any longer. Whatever further reasons he might adduce 
for his delay, that would be the end. 

Balzac realized that this was the crucial moment. Since his pro- 
spective union with Madame de Hanska after the demise of her hus- 
band seemed to him the last chance he would ever have of consolidat- 
ing his fortunes, no stake was too high to risk. Seraphita, though 
already paid for, was still unfinished, but the last chapters could be 
written in Vienna. He had no money, but that did not worry him 
now. The whole of his silver plate in the rue Cassini was sent to 
the pawnshop, further advances exacted from publishers and editors, 
and his signature appended to another I.O.U. or two. On the 9th of 
May he left Paris and arrived in Vienna on the 16th. 

This journey has added considerably to our knowledge of the 
qualities that go to make up the temperament of the man of genius, 
for there can hardly be a more perfect example of the folly to which 
even the most rational mind can descend. A strong light casts a deep 
shadow, and a childish weakness that would pass unnoticed in a 
normal person, or would be met with a sympathetic smile, cannot but 
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appear grotesque in the case of a man whose knowledge of the world 
and its ways can only be compared with that of Shakespeare. Even 
his most embittered critics had by now recognized his genius, the 
announcement of a forthcoming novel was sufficient to bring hosts of 
subscribers, and homage was paid to his fame from every comer of 
the world. Yet, though he was fully aware of the immortal position 
he had achieved, he was consumed by the puerile ambition to impress 
people with something that he did not and never could possess He 
was the grandson of a peasant and wanted to be regarded as an aris- 
tocrat. He was head over ears in debt and wanted to be thought 
wealthy. He knew from Madame de Hanska that Viennese society 
was impatiently awaiting his arrival, and he was seized by the unhappy 
aspiration to meet these nobles and plutocrats as if he were one of 
themselves, though their attitude to Beethoven had shown that noth- 
ing on earth impressed them more than the independent spirit 
of a sovereign genius. The Esterhazys, the Schwarzenbergs, the 
Lubomirskys, and the Lichtensteins must not be allowed to think 
that a personage like Monsieur de Balzac was to be classed with the 
poor, worn-out hacks of the literary world. He fitted himself out in 
what he imagined was the height of elegance, while in effect stamping 
himself as a parvenu, with his 

"stick that is the talk of Paris, a divine lorgnon specially ordered for me 

by my alchemists from the optician of the Observatory, and gold but- 
tons on my blue coat that were chased by the hand of a fairy.” 

v / { Instead of traveling like other mortals in a common stagecoach, he 
ordered a special carriage, had the coat-of-arms of the D’Entragues 
family painted on it, hired a livened footman, and even gave himself 
out on the journey as a marquis. For this luxury alone he paid five 
thousand francs, though to his annoyance nobody remarked upon it 
during his stay in Vienna The five weeks of his trip, two of which 
were spent in his expensive carriage and half the remainder at his 
writing-table in the hotel, cost him fifteen thousand francs!) 

Since the De Hanskis were staying in the smart diplomats" quarter 
of Vienna, they had booked a room for Balzac in the near-by Hotel 
zur goldenen Bime. It was a curious clioice > for in this same room 
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Charles Tyrian, the secretary of Count Rasumowski and secret hus- 
band of the latter’s sister-in-law, the Countess Lulu Turheim, had 
shortly before shot himself with a pistol he held in his right hand 
while his left clasped one of Balzac’s novels. Almost before he crossed 
the threshold it was borne home to him how idolized he was by the 
Viennese, and that it would have made no difference even if he had 
arrived without a liveried servant and someone else’s coat-of-arms 
painted on the door of his carriage The treatment to which he had 
been subjected in the Faubourg St. Germain and at the hands of 
spiteful colleagues in Paris was now atoned for. The most dis- 
tinguished members of the Austrian aristocracy vied with one an other 
in inviting him to their palaces. Prince Metternich, the most powerful 
statesman in Europe, asked him to his house and during a long talk 
told him an anecdote which Balzac used later as the basis of his play 
Pamela Gtraud . 

Unfortunately he was unable to accept all the invitations that came 
pouring m, manna as they were to his appetite for noble names, be- 
cause Madame de Hanska requisitioned him for her own social circle, 
though she would lend him occasionally to her closest friends of the 
Polish aristocracy, such as the Lubomirskys or the Lanskoronskis. He 
met no writers or scholars apart from the Orientalist Baron Hammer- 
Purgstall, who presented him with an eastern talisman that he super- 
stitiously preserved for the rest of his life, and a minor dramatist 
named Baron von Zedlitz, who was shaken to the core when he found 
that the celebrated Balzac confined his conversation entirely to the 
absorbing topic of literary fees and money in general. 

Balzac was in seventh heaven. In this foreign city he was enjoying 
to the full the fruits of his literary renown, and those who paid 
homage to his name were themselves the bearers of names which 
sprang to his lips with a feeling of reverence. Amid such temptations 
to relax it was difficult even for him not to tear himself from his 
writing-table, where he sat in the forenoon completing such an 
esoteric, world-renouncing work as the religio-mystic Seraphita . He 
corrected a few proofs, visited the battlefields of Aspem and Esslingen 
to make notes for his novel La bataille } and passed much of his time 
dancing attendance on Madame de Hanska, though it seems that 
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Vienna offered fewer opportunities for amorous dalliance than had 
Neuchatel or Geneva. After the episode of the intercepted letter she 
had to be very careful, and Balzac’s very fame proved a more effec- 
tive guardian of virtue than any duenna. Shortly before he left Vienna 
he wrote to her gloomily. 

1 'There is not an hour, not a single minute that we can call our own. 

These hindrances put me in such a fever that the best thing I can do is 

to hasten my departure.’ * 

His departure was, to be sure, hastened by a more material reason 
than the fever induced by an unsatisfied thirst for Madame de 
Hanska’s embraces, namely his inability to settle his accounts. 
Though he had drawn a bill on his publisher Werdet without the 
formality of obtaining the latter’s sanction beforehand, his resources 
were daily dwindling, and when he said good-by to Madame de 
Hanska on the 4th of June he had to borrow a ducat from her to tip 
the servant who had waited on him at his hotel. 

He rushed back to Paris at the same furious speed with which he 
had made the outward journey and arrived a week later. Seven years 
were to pass before he saw Madame de Hanska again. The first 
volume of his love story, with its moments of tense excitement, had 
come to a close. As so often happened in the case of his other stories, 
he postponed its continuation to a later date in order to apply him- 
self in the meantime to more urgent and tempting projects. 
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CHAPTER. FOURTEEN 

A Year of Disasters 


N ATURE sometimes presents the peculiar phenomenon of 
two or three different storms driving up from opposite 
points of the compass and gathering over one particular 
spot, where they break with the accumulated fury of their 
combined and concentrated forces. This was the way in which disaster 
overtook Balzac when he returned from Vienna. His days of carefree 
relaxation had to be paid for in the form of an increased weight 
of anxiety. 

The first worry that beset him was a renewal of his old trouble with 
his family. His sister, Madame de Surville, had fallen ill, her husband 
was m financial difficulties, and his younger brother Henri, a ne'er- 
do-well who had been sent overseas to get him out of the way, had 
come back from India without a penny in his pocket and accompanied 
by a wife fifteen years older than himself. Balzac's mother treated him 
to a display of nerves. Honore, the great and powerful Honore, must 
find his brother a job, and it was about time he thought of paying 
back the money he owed her! This was at a time when the newspapers 
were maliciously informing their readers that he had disappeared 
from Paris because he was unable to meet his obligations. 

Whenever his mother made demands on him or loaded him with 
reproaches it had been his habit to fly to his maternal friend Madame 
de Berny for consolation. But now it was his turn to comfort her. She 
was seriously ill, the weak heart from which she suffered having been 
aggravated by shock at the death of one of her sons and the mental 
derangement of one of her daughters, and she was in no condition to 
help him with her advice. Even the kindly service of reading his 
proofs had to be given up, since it was beyond her strength, and 
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Balzac, not knowing which way to turn, had himself to assume the 
role of comforter. 

This time his situation was more than usually disastrous He not 
only owed money all round, which was the normal state of affairs with 
him, but he was badly in arrears with his work and it had long been 
his custom to insist on payment in advance for books which he agreed 
to supply at a given future date. His friends had warned him in vain 
against this ill-advised system, and Zulma Carraud in particular 
urged him repeatedly to dispense with a few luxurious but superflu- 
ous trifles and trinkets rather than degrade his genius by overhasty 
production. Yet he stuck to his practice His literary credit was the 
only kind of credit he possessed, and he enjoyed the feeling of power 
it gave him when he compelled his publishers to buy a pig in a poke. 
He sold them novels of which he had written nothing but the title, 
and perhaps he needed the coercion of having to finish a book by a 
fixed date before he could whip himself up to the pitch of indus- 
try which enabled him to extract the maximum from his hand and 
brain. 

Before leaving for Vienna he had rounded up every penny he 
could in the way of advances. Not only had he sold the rights of repub- 
lication of his old sensational novels written under the pseudonym 
of Saint Aubin, but he had also disposed of a new book, Les memoir es 
d’une jeune manee, to the Revue des Deux Mondes. This still re- 
mained to be written, and Buloz was waiting for the concluding chap- 
ters of Serapbita which he had begun to publish in installments months 
before. Balzac was not worrying much about Serapbita , which he 
expected to be able to finish in eight days, or rather nights, at the 
Hotel zur goldenen Bime in Vienna, and even Les memoires d’une 
jeune manee would not take, according to his calculations, more than 
a fortnight. On his return to Paris the way would be clear to con- 
tract fresh mortgages on further books. 

For the first time, however, he found himself unable to keep to 
his timetable. His calendar made no allowances for holidays, and in 
Vienna he had succumbed to social temptations which played havoc 
with plans. His time had been spent in the salons of the Austrian and 
Polish aristocracy, or in agreeable drives with Madame de Hanska, 
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and the nights that should have seen him occupied at his writing- 
table had been given up to the pleasures of conversation. Buloz was 
forced to interrupt the publication of the unfinished Setaphtia , though 
his subscribers did not take this too much amiss, since they did not 
find its Swedenborgian mysticism and exalted style particularly 
entertaining. A far more serious matter was that Balzac had not yet 
written a single line of Les memoires d’une jeune manee, in which 
he had lost interest owing to the fact that during his journey to 
Vienna an idea for another novel had occurred to him — Le lys dans 
la vall ee. Travel always stimulated his inspiration. He offered Buloz 
this new work in lieu of fee one already promised and sent him the 
first installment while he was still in Vienna. 

Buloz agreed, and the first installment of Le lys dans la vallee w 'as 
duly printed, but he thought himself entitled to recoup himself for 
Balzac’s remissness with regard to Seraphtta For some time there had 
been appearing in St. Petersburg a Revue Etranghe which had 
adopted a policy of offering its Russian readers the latest productions 
of French literature simultaneously with, and even occasionally prior to, 
their publication in Pans. Buloz arranged that this journal should have 
the right to print contributions which their authors had sent to the 
Revue des Deux Mondes and the Revue de Parts , and for this pur- 
pose he sold it the proof-sheets. Balzac was the most popular French 
author in Russia at the time, and Buloz had no scruple in selling the 
proofs o f Le lys dan s la vallee to the Russian rev iew. Balzac owed him 
money anyway and was not likely to pick a quarrel. 

Hardly had Balzac learned of this transaction on his return to 
Paris than he sprang at Buloz’ throat like a wounded lion. To his 
honor it must be said that it was not so much the money side of the 
question which roused his ire as the fact that he felt his artistic integ- 
rity was outraged. Buloz had sent the first proofs to St. Petersburg, 
and the Revue Etrangere printed this version verbatim without Balzac 
being consulted, though his invariable method was to regard the 
first galleys merely as a rough draft. He always demanded half a 
dozen or more revises from the Revue des Deux Mondes before finally 
passing his work for press. His wrath can therefore be imagined when 
he received a copy of the Revue Etrangere containing the first chapters 
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of his new novel in their first raw shape with all the technical defects 
and clumsy turns of phrase which he would never have allowed to be 
submitted to the public eye. He justifiably felt that Buloz had 
taken advantage of his absence to impose upon him, and he at once 
resolved to break off relations with the culprit who had violated his 
artistic conscience and to bring an action against the Revue des Deux 
Monies . 

When Balzac’s friends heard of his intention they were horrified. 
Buloz controlled the two most powerful reviews in France and his 
influence was enormous. He could make or mar an author’s reputa- 
tion and four-fifths of the writers and journalists in Paris were directly 
or indirectly dependent on him?) Moreover, he could bring pressure to 
bear on the editors of the great newspapers, so that if it came to an 
open conflict Balzac would not find a single journal or even a colleague 
prepared to offer testimony on his behalf or to help him in any other 
way. Apart from his lack of popularity with his fellow-writers, they 
would not have the courage to stand up against Buloz who could, so 
his friends warned Balzac, damage his prestige in a hundred ways, 
expose him to ridicule in the public press, intimidate his publishers, 
and even influence the booksellers. So a lawsuit was out of the ques- 
tion. Even if he were to win his case he would, in fact, have lost it 
from the start. It was impossible for any man to fight an anonymous 
power whose tentacles stretched underground m every direction, and 
{particularly so when he stood completely alone. 

When his artistic integrity was at stake, however, Balzac was not 
to be deterred. His sojourn in Vienna had reinforced his self-con- 
fidence and helped him to realize the extent to which spite and envy 
had masked his true stature in his own country. He was conscious of 
his strength, and setbacks or humiliations only made him more 
determined to triumph. He had never deigned to reply to individual 
attacks, which left him unconcerned, but he derived a kind of plea- 
sure from the thought of challenging the whole mob of Parisian 
journalism with its corruption and treacherous malice, of standing 
at bay against a yapping horde. Every attempt at mediation was 
implacably rejected and he brought his action against Buloz, who 
retorted with a counteraction for non-fulfillment of contractual obliga- 
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tions. Tliejdispute pve/flowedj)f course,. fromthe courts to the news- 
papers and th e literary world generally Buloz left no stone unturned. 
In the Revue de Pans he printed the most savage calumnies about 
Balzac, not sparing his private life, jeering at him for having usurped 
a title of nobility, disclosing his authorship of and collaboration in 
the hack productions of his early years, gleefully revealing the extent 
to which he was m debt, and deriding his character. T he w hole of 
Buloz’ literar y militia was summ oned to arms. One writer after 
another was induced to declare that it was common usage for an editor 
to sell an author’s contributions without further payment to foreign 
journals. Since the Revue de Pans and the Revue des Deux Mondes 
helped to provide their bread and butter, they all nodded their heads 
in agreement when Buloz cracked the whip. Instead of standing in a 
spirit of fraternal comradeship at the side of their colleague, men like 
Alexandre Dumas, Eugene Sue, Gozlan, Jules Janin, and a dozen 
others bore witness against Balzac. Victor Hugo alone, as noble as 
ever, and George Sand refused to lick Buloz’ boots. 

When the ca se came u p for judgment Ba lzac won a moral victo ry. 
The court’s verdict, important for the whole literary profession, was to 
the effect that an author could not be compelled to indemnify a pub- 
lisher or editor if he was unable to deliver a promised work owing to 
the fact that he lacked either the inclination or the capacity to com- 
plete it. Balzac was ordered merely to repay the advances he had 
received from Buloz. It was a victory, but a Pyrrhic victory . He had 
lost weeks of valuable time in dealing with lawyers, appearing at 
court, and indulging in polemics. The whole journalistic rabble of 
Paris was at his heels, and even the strongest man can be worn out in 
a constant struggle with a host of enemies. 


From this experience in the courts Balzac drew a moral lesson. 
He saw how right he had been in causing his fictitious heroes, his 
Vautrins, De Marsays, Rastignacs, and Rubempres, to act according 
to the ruthless maxim: "Acquire power, then people will pay heed 
to you!” Acquire power, no matter what kind of power, power 
"tErough wealth, power through political influence, power through 
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military triumphs, power through terror, power through connections, 
power through women, but whatever you do, acquire power! Keep 
your weapons polished, otherwise you are lost! It is not sufficient to be 
independent. You must learn to make others dependent on you. Only 
when people feel that they can be attacked in their weakest spot, in 
their vanity or their cowardice, only when they are afraid of you, can 
you show them that you are the master. 

Hitherto Balzac had believed that his own power lay in the loyalty 
of his readers But these were scattered over all the countries of the 
earth, they were not organized or subject to discipline, they did not 
inspire his opponents with fear, but only with envy. They were 
unable to help him in his struggle 2Lg2imst a clique of hacks and 
parasites who molded and swayed public opinion in Pans Yet he 
was the most widely read of all French writers, and he felt that the 
time had come to free himself from dependence on the reviews. If 
he could himself obtain control of an organ of public opinion, he 
would be able to cut the ground away from beneath the feet of those 
who had cast him out from their critical strongholds and, entrenched 
behind their moneybags, were covering him with derision. 

Since 1834 there had existed in Paris a small journal called La 
Chronique de Paris, which appeared twice a week and was not very 
much in the public eye. The fact that it tended to be ultraclerical and 
legitimist did not worry Balzac. Nor was he at all perturbed by its pre- 
carious financial condition and meager circulation. He was confident 
that a paper to which Honore de Balzac was a regular contributor, and 
in which he allowed his novels to be published, would be set on its feet 
without more ado. Apart from this it would be a useful steppingstone 
to the political arena. Despite his previous failures in the world of 
politics Balzac was still dreaming of entering Parliament, becoming 
a peer of France, and holding a ministerial portfolio. He was still 
lured by the prospect of political power, power visible and tangible, 
with all its excitements and tempestuous storms. 

The shares of the Chronique de Paris were intrinsically almost 
worthless, and Balzac managed to float some sort of company in which 
he had a majority holding. The complicated transaction involved his 
assuming also the heavy responsibility of providing funds for the 
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journal’s continued publication, which he did with his usual optimism. 
As soon as the contract was signed he threw himself into his new task 
for all he was worth An editorial staff of talented young men was 
soon assembled, of whom the only one to remain a lasting friend was 
Theophile Gautier. As secretaries he engaged two young aristocrats, 
the Marquis de Belloy and the Comte de Grammont, trusting more 
to his snobbish instinct than to his critical insight. Secretaries and 
editorial assistants were of minor importance, however, when the 
conduct of affairs was in the hands of a Balzac, who could write 
enough for a dozen men. 

At first, while Balzac was still interested in his new activity, he 
turned out nearly the whole contents of the paper himself. Every con- 
ceivable kind of contribution flowed from his pen, a hodgepodge of 
political, literary, and polemical articles, garnished with a series of his 
best short stories. For the first number under his editorship, which ap> 
peared in January, 1836, he wrote La messe de Lathee in a single night 
This was followed by & interdiction, Le cabinet des antiques, Facino 
Cane, Ecce homo, and Le martyr ignore . At all hours of the day he 
would storm into the editorial offices to find out what was happening, 
to spur on his staff, and to make suggestions. Pricked by the desire for 
power, and perhaps also for revenge on the other reviews, whose 
prestige he hoped to lower as that of his own journal increased, he 
launched an expensive publicity campaign. On the 10th, 14th, 17th, 
22nd, 24th, and 27th of January he gave a series of dinner parties in 
the rue Cassini, on a luxurious scale and with wine flowing in streams, 
to which he invited the most influential of his literary colleagues His 
last two quarters’ rent had not yet been paid and his landlord was 
compelled to call in the bailiffs to help him collect the four hundred 
seventy-three francs, seventy centimes, that Balzac owed him. 

This sumptuous hospitality was an investment which he expected to 
be repaid a hundredfold Paris was curious about his paper, and four 
weeks after the issue of the first number he sounded one of his pre- 
mature fanfares of victory in a rapturous letter to Madame de 
Hanska: 

“The Chronique de Paris leaves me no time for anything else, I sleep 

only five hours a day, but if your affairs and those of Monsieur de 
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Hanski may be said to be going well, I can say of myself that my project 
is beginning to thrive magnificently Subscriptions are flowing m to a 
fabulous extent, and m a single month my shares m the paper have 
acquired a capital value of ninety thousand francs/' 

The valuation of his holding in the Chromque de Paris at ninety 
thousand francs applied only to their quotation on the stock exchange 
of his own private hopes, an institution which was notoriously unre- 
liable In his dreams Balzac saw Pans at his feet, and he fully expected 
that Buloz would before long come creeping into his presence in an 
attitude of humble supplication, ready to lay a hundred thousand 
francs on his table m return for a promise to abandon the Chromque 
de Pam and to resume his contributions to the older reviews. Soon 
the writers who had but recently been making him the butt of their 
spiteful wit would be attempting to curry favor with the editor of the 
most influential journal in France. Ministers and deputies would find 
themselves obliged to adopt the policy of Monsieur de Balzac as their 
own. 

Unfortunately the hosts of readers who were falling over one an- 
other in their eagerness to pay their subscriptions were merely a fig- 
ment of Balzac’s exuberant imagination. The figures in the balance 
sheet were on a more modest scale, and the other shareholders, who 
possessed less genius than Balzac but a sounder business instinct, 
quietly got rid of their holdings and left him to dispose of his own 
shares at a fraction of the price he had paid for them. ^ When he 
realized that his new venture was falling fiat he began to lose interest. 
His editorial work bored him, his appearances at the office grew less 
and less frequent, his contributions became more and more scanty, and 
before the year was over the enterprise had met the fate of all Balzac’s 
material enterprises — total collapse and an increased weight of debfc 
Six to eight months of frantic industry ha d only added another forty 
thousand francs to his burden. He would have done better to take a 
holiday and travel romidlEFworld. Like Antaeus, he derived fresh 
strength from contact with his own mother earth, but when he went 
outside his own sphere his genius and clear-sighted intelligence failed 
Mm so that dwarfs dared to mock his giant efforts. His bold pro- 
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nouncement, "In 1836 I shall be rich 1 ” was followed by the admis- 
sion, "In 1836 I got no further ahead than I had been in 1829.” 

& ★ * 

The lawsuit against Buloz and the failure of the Chromque de 
Pam were only two exhibition pieces m this year’s collection of 
disasters. Almost every day brought its unwelcome episode. Balzac’s 
disputes with publishers were not confined to Buloz The ff excellence 
Madame Bechef f suddenly changed to an fe odteuse Madame Bechef 9 
when her former employee Werdet set up in business for himself and 
lured Balzac away from her. She relentlessly demanded delivery of 
the volumes still in arrear. Werdet, on the other hand, was not pos- 
sessed of sufficient capital to finance Balzac, and m order to obtain 
a breathing space the latter prepared to publis h a new edition of the 
C ontes dwlaiiques on his own a ccount, forgetting the old proverb 
“that a burned child dreads the fire. His previous publishing ventures 
had already landed him in bankruptcy. Nevertheless he bought paper 
on credit and found a printer to produce the new edition on credit, 
f The sheets were all ready for binding when a fire broke out in the 
warehouse where they were stored and three thousand five hundred 
francs literally went up in smoke. 

Balzac was now at his wits’ end for a way to stave off his creditors. * 4 
He barricaded his door in the rue Cassini and had his most valuable 
furniture and books moved by night into a new apartment in the rue 
des Batailles which he had rented under the name of "the Widow 
Durand” before his departure for Vienna. As in the me Cassini he 
enjoyed here the amenity of a secret staircase as a means of escape 
in case a bailiff or any other unwelcome visitor should succeed in 
penetrating to the front door. It was, however, by no means a simple 
matter to reach the front door of "the Widow Durand.” With the 
naive pleasure he derived from enveloping his everyday existence in a 
cloak of romantic mystification, he invented a system of passwords 
which were continually changed. Nobody could hope to pierce the 
triple ramparts of Balzac’s fortress unless he had been entrusted 
with the "Open, Sesame!” that would make the gates fly open. The 
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porter, so we are told by Theophile Gautier, had to be addressed, for 
example, on a certain day, with the words, 'The plums are ripe/’ 
Cerberus then admitted the visitor across the threshold. This, how- 
ever, was merely the first step Balzac’s trusty servant was waiting at 
the bottom of the stairs, and he had to be told, "Fm bringing lace 
from Belgium.” The visitor was then allowed as far as the door of the 
apartment, where his assurance that "Madame Bertrand is enjoying 
thB best of health” was the final key to the inner sanctum of the 
mysterious widow. 

Every ingenious device to which the heroes of his novels resorted 
was tried out by Balzac himself Bills of exchange were passed on to 
third and fourth parties, legal artifices employed to obtain the adjourn- 
ment of court hearings, and the acceptance of writs avoided by 
rendering himself inaccessible through the post. Like his La Palferine, 
who was a master of the art, he adopted a hundred devious ways of 
holding his creditors at bay, aided by his intimate knowledge of the 
laws, his inventive skill, and his unscrupulous effrontery. His bills 
were floating around among the publishers and moneylenders, and 
there was not a bailiff in Paris who had not a notice of distraint to 
serve on Monsieur de Balzac, but not one of them managed to meet 
him face to face. 

* * s From a feeling of pride, and perhaps also from a sense of mischief, 
Balzac deliberately added to the number of those who were trying to 
track him down by openly flouting the laws of the country. In 
acco rdance with a recent decree every citizen was l iable to u nder go a 
term of militia se rvice in the National Guard, but this was an obliga- 
tion which Balzac refused to recognize. As a legitimist he regarded the 
bourgeois king, Louis Philippe, as a usurper who had no right to 
give him orders. In any case his time was too valuable, and he thought 
it beneath his dignity to stand about with a musket on his shoulder 
pretending to be a soldier while the printing presses were hungry for 
his manuscripts. 

There is little doubt that by friendly arrangement ways and means 
could have been discovered whereby a citizen of Balzac’s physical 
and literary magnitude might be relieved of these patriotic duties, 
but he would tolerate no compromise. He did not even reply to the 
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orders he received calling him up for service. Three times he was 
summoned to explain his failure to report, and each time he ignored 
the instruction At last the disciplinary board of the National Guard 
condemned him to eight days’ imprisonment, which made him laugh 
till his sides shook. The impertinence of ordering the Field Marshal 
of European letters to be thrown into jail for declining to shoulder 
a musket f All right, let them try 1 It amused him to play a cat and 
mouse game with the police who had been instructed to arrest the 
refractory military absentee They could arrest him if they wanted to, 
but first they would have to find him! ,The gold-braided blockheads 
would learn that they needed a little more gray matter in their skills 
before they could hope to outwit a man of his caliber. 

For the next few weeks Balzac disappeared from view. At all hours 
of the day the minions of the law forced their way into the house in 
the rue Cassini, but without success Monsieur de Balzac was invaria- 
bly away on a journey and had left no address — though on the same 
evening he might emerge in a box at the ltaliens or even appear in the 
forenoon at the office of one of his publishers to collect a fee. It 
amused him enormously to learn from his servant how often the 
mustachioed policemen had called to inquire after him, and it was 
even greater fun to stand behind a concealed door and listen to the 
louts scratching their heads in bewilderment at their inability to dis- 
cover his whereabouts. This was something that would help him to 
Infuse a little gusto into his next novel. It provided excellent inspira- 
tion for his description of the struggle waged by Vautrin and Pac- 
quard against Corentin, Peyerat, and the other bloodhounds of the 
law. 

One morning, however, on the 27th of April, King Louis Philippe 
was able to celebrate a victory. A police inspector and two detectives, 
who had been lying in wait for hours, pushed their way in behind him 
as he entered his apartment m the rue Cassini, and thirty minutes later 
the notorious green van carried him away to the lock-up, the Hotel 
de Bazincour, popularly known as the Hotel des Haricots. It is some 
indication of the small place Balzac held in the public esteem of his 
own countrymen that he had to serve his full term In jail. His aristo- 
cratic acquaintances abroad, the ambassadors who had invited him to 
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their receptions, Prince Metternich who had honored him with a 
private interview' — these were of no help to him in Pans, where 
from the 27th of April until the 4th of May the law exacted its due 
without according him any special privileges whatsoever. He had to 
sit m a vast hall amidst a horde of bawling culprits from the lowest 
class of society, who were all amusing themselves in their various 
ways They were mostly workmen who had refused to sacrifice the 
two days that they were required to serve in the National Guard be- 
cause their wives and children would go hungry on account of the loss 
of their wages for that period The only concession Balzac managed 
to extract was the provision of a table and a chair, and that was all he 
needed. Amid the pandemonium around him he was able to con- 
centrate on the correction of his proofs as imperturbably as if he were 
sitting in the silence and solitude of his study His good humor was no 
whit diminished, as can be seen from his cheerful description in a 
letter to Madame de Hanska. Far from feeling humiliated at his 
imprisonment, it tickled his sound Gallic sense of the farcical. It may 
even be said that he rather enjoyed the sensation of being sheltered 
by the State from the importunities of publishers and bailiffs He was 
inured to less tolerable restrictions on his liberty than confinement in 
the Hotel des Haricots. For Balzac freedom meant having to resume 
the struggle for survival day after day and night after night) 

For six months he manfully withstood the blows of fate, though 
he would groan occasionally, "I am literally killing myself 5 *; or, "My 
head is hanging down like that of a tired nag.** It was during this 
period that even his iron constitution received its first warning that 
he was overdoing things. He was overcome by an attack of dizziness, 
and his doctor urged him to have more consideration for his health. 
Balzac followed his advice to go for two or three months to the 
country and rest, though he ignored the second half of the prescrip- 
tion. He went to stay with his friends the Margonnes, in his native 
Touraine, but he did not rest as Dr. Nacquart had ordered. On the 
contrary he worked as frantically as ever. He had repeatedly to learn 
the lesson that rescue from his desperate situation could come not 
from speculation, from business enterprises, or from a wealthy mar- 
mge, but only from devoting himself to his real vocation, for which 
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he had been, destined from the womb. The artist possesses a remedy 
which no physician can prescribe for other patients. He alone can 
throw off his worries by giving them artistic expression He can 
transmute the bitterness of experience into the moving portrayal of 
human character and fashion the constraint of outward circumstance 
into creative freedom. 

When Balzac went to stay at Sache he was certainly being con- 
strained by the force of outward circumstance. The Widow Bechet 
had married again, and her new husband was a keen man of business 
who knew no mercy in matters which touched his pocket Under his 
influence she obtained a court order instructing Balzac to deliver the 
two outstanding volumes of his Etudes de moeufs within twenty-four 
days or to pay a fine of fifty francs for every day’s delay So Balzac 
decided to "let this woman have her volumes in twenty days” and 
rid himself of his obligation to her He saw that there were two 
things he had to do* "I must fulfill my last contract, but apart from 
that I must produce a first-class book.” 

He achieved both his objectives In eight days he conceived the 
idea of the Illusions perdue s and wrote the whole of the first part: 

"I exerted all my strength and wrote for fifteen hours a day I rose with 
the sun and worked until it was time for lunch, without taking any- 
thing except black coffee.” 

(This book^produced in a race to avoid a fine, is one of h is pivotal 
t works. It was as if Balzac had fiercely lashed himself into revealing 
the depths of his soul, parading before him for inspection his most 
secret desires and the most menacing of the dangers that threatened 
him. Though it is apparently a picture of contemporary life, with a 
breadth and realism such as had hitherto had no parallel in French 
literature, the Illusions perdues was a determined attempt on the part 
of Balzac to come to grips with himself. In two separate characters 
he showed on the one hand what a writer can achieve if he remains 
steadfastly true to himself and his art, and on the other what happens 
if he yields to the temptation to acquire a swift and unworthy fame. 
Luaen de Rubempre symbolized the spiritual peril in which Balzac 
stood, while Daniel d’Arthez represented his innermost ideal!) 
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Balzac knew the duality of his own nature. He knew that he pos- 
sessed an inviolable artistic conscience that strove to give of the best 
that lay within him, rejecting every compromise and prepared to 
stand alone against society But he also knew the other side of his 
character, his love of the fleshpots, his extravagance, his snobbery, 
his inability to resist his little vanities and the allurements of the 
luxurious life To steel himself and to bring before his eyes the 
jeopardy to which an artist is exposed when he betrays his art for the 
sake of transient success, he depicted as a warning to himself a 
writer who failed to stand firm and, having once succumbed to 
temptation, was unable to regain his footing. Lucien de Rubempre, 
whose real name is Chardon, but who like Balzac has adopted a noble 
title to which he has no right, arrives in Paris as a young idealist with 
a volume of poems m his pocket — the equivalent of Balzac's Crom- 
well — in the expectation of being able to make his way by force of 
talent alone Chance brings him into the circle of the Cenacle , a group 
of poor young students living in the attics of the Latin Quarter who, 
thanks to their sacrificing devotion to their preconceived mission, 
represent the future elite of France. They are the friends of Louis 
Lambert. D’Arthez is the writer among them, Bianchon the physician, 
and Michel Crescin the philosopher. They all scorn ephemeral success 
for the sake of the future achievement to which they have consecrated 
themselves. Through Daniel d’Arthez, in whose strength of charac- 
ter and proud patience Balzac portrayed his own better self, Lucien 
de Rubempre is introduced into the circle of these sincere and ideal- 
istic young men, but instead of remaining loyal to the noble intel- 
lectual integrity to which they are sworn he gives way to the tempta- 
tion of trying to impress the hereditary nobility of the Faubourg St 
Germain. He wants swift success, money, admiration, the favors of 
women, political power, and since poetry cannot be minted so speed- 
ily into such valuable coin he sells his pen to the newspapers. He 
prostitutes his talent, as Balzac had once done, turning out hackwork, 
joining forces with the manufacturers of literature, helping to form 
public opinion, becoming a journalistic pimp; and while he does 
succeed in making a name for himself as one of the innumerable 
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bubbles In the literary morass of the day, he is in reality sinking lower 
and lower all the time. 

With the cruel realization that had come to him from years of 
journalistic servitude, and the deep bitterness of his experiences at 
the hands of a spiteful clique fresh in his mind, Balzac unmasked the 
whole system by which public opinion was organized, the world of 
literature and the theater with its internal decay, where men hung 
together yet would stab one another in the back when opportunity 
offered. And though he only intended to present a segment of the 
Parisian society of his time, it developed into a complete picture of 
the age and one that is valid for all ages. It is a book that is infused 
with a sense of pride and indignation, a summons to hold aloof from 
impatience and greed, to remain strong and to draw ever greater 
strength from the renewal of resistance Always when the clouds 
were blackest Balzac found his true courage, and when the turmoil 
of his life was at its height he produced his finest and most personal 
works. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

The Contessa Guidoboni- Visconti 


T HIS year of catastrophe, with its lawsuits, distraints, insol- 
vencies, days in jail, and other hardships, was duly recorded 
in Balzac’s letters to Madame de Hanska with an almost 
masochistic pleasure and at times passionate rhetoric. One 
cannot help suspecting that the very detail with which he filled his 
bulletins as he discoursed week after week on his worries and set- 
backs, his loneliness and his melancholy, was intended as a screen to 
conceal other facts that he wished to keep from his correspondent in 
the faraway Ukraine. There is nothing more misleading than Balzac’s 
description of himself as an ascetic living only for his work, who 
spent his few leisure hours in the collapse of utter exhaustion. 

; v‘ His character becomes comprehensible only if we are aware that 
Ms unfathomable self-confidence rendered him indifferent to what 
are commonly known as the trials of fate. There was something in 
him, perhaps the essential part of him, which was unconcerned with 
the disasters that overtook his outward existence, merely noting the 
phenomena with tense curiosity like a man on dry land watching a 
devastating storm at sea. The fact that the bailiffs had been knocking 
at his door that morning never prevented him from visiting a jew- 
eler’s in the afternoon to purchase on credit some trinket for wHch 
he could have no possible use. In this very year of 1836, when the 
tally of his debts had already mounted to a hundred and forty 
thousand francs and he literally had to borrow the price of his lunch 
from his tailor or his doctor, he bought another stick to go with his 
famous ff canne de Monsieur de Balzac ” this time of rhinoceros horn, 
which cost six hundred francs, as well as a gold penkmfe for a 
hundred and ninety francs, a purse for a hundred and ten, and a 
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chain for four hundred and twenty. All these were things that a 
shopkeeper might have expected to sell to a cocotte who had just 
wheedled a nabob into unloosening his purse-strings, rather than to 
a forgot de travail who was determined to adhere to his ascetic way 
of life. 

Some secret counterforce within him strove to preserve a constant 
equilibrium. The deeper he plunged into debt, the more he tried to 
maintain the illusion of luxury by indulgence m expensive and effem- 
inate trifles The more hard pressed he was by outward circumstance, 
the more buoyant he became. The more firmly he was compelled to 
keep his feet on the treadmill, the keener he grew to enjoy what life 
had to offer. Unless we understand this antithesis in his character, his 
behavior seems merely foolish. It was, in point of fact, a means by 
which his volcanic temperament succeeded in discharging the pent-up 
forces that had to find an explosive outlet 1 

Because 1836 was the year in which he experienced his most 
serious crises, it was therefore also a year of scorching sun and ^ 
refreshing showers, a special vintage year of luxury and sensuous 
satisfaction for Balzac His astonishing effrontery in conjuring out of 
sight facts that he did not want to reveal is seen at its best in a com- 
parison of the life he was actually leading with the autobiographical 
details which he communicated to Madame de Hanska.\He told her, 
for example, that in order to have a safe refuge from his creditors 
he had rented a "garret” where he could pass his solitary days and 
nights as a weary, gray-haired old hermit and would not be discov- 
ered by his closest friends, or even by his family. It was not a garret 
that he had rented, but a most luxurious dwelling which he spared 
no cost in fitting up. Though he possessed ample furniture in the 
rue Cassini for four rooms, he bought everything afresh from the 
expensive upholsterer Moreau in the Boulevard des Capucines. Even 
Auguste, his servant, was decked out with a new livery, all in blue 
except the waistcoat, which was red, and this alone would have cost 
h\tn three hundred and sixty-eight francs if he had paid for it. The 
crowning achievement in the furnishing of his alleged hermitage was 
the boudoir, which would not have been scorned by the Lady of the 
Camellias. He was so pleased with this accumulation of valuable 
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upholstery and bric-a-brac, with its carefully chosen contrasts in 
sensuous coloring, that he gave a full description of it m La file aux 
yeux d’or: 

One half of the boudoir formed a gentle, gracious curve, in contrast to 
the other half which was quite square and had m the center a shining 
marble mantelpiece m white and gold One entered through a side door 
concealed by a portiere of rich tapestry and facing a window The horse- 
shoe was adorned with a real Turkish divan, that is to say, a mattress 
placed on the door, but a mattress as wide as a bed, with a perimeter of 
fifty feet, m white cashmere set off by rosettes of black and flame-red 
silk arranged in a diamond pattern The back of this vast couch was 
raised several inches above the numerous cushions, which enriched it 
further by the tasteful manner in which they had been embellished. 
The boudoir was hung with a red material upon which had been laid 
Indian muslin that was fluted like a Corinthian column with alternate 
concave and convex strips ending above and below in a band of flame- 
red material with a design of black arabesques Behind the muslin the 
flame-red color looked pink, an amorous tint that was repeated in the 
window curtains, which were of Indian muslin lined with pink taffeta 
and ornamented with fringes of flame-red mingled with black. Six 
brackets of silver-gilt, each holding two candles, were attached to the 
hangings at equal intervals to illumine the divan. The ceiling, from the 
center of which hung a chandelier in dull silver-gilt, was of dazzling 
white, and the cornice was gilded. The carpet was like an oriental 
shawl, with designs, reminiscent of Persian poetry, that had been 
worked by the hands of slaves The furniture was upholstered in white 
cashmere, set off by black and flame-red ornamentation. The clock, the 
candelabra, all were of white and gold marble. The only table in the 
room was covered with a cashmere cloth Elegant flower-stands were 
Ailed with roses of all kinds, blooms of white or red* 

Unlike Richard Wagner, who had a similar taste for voluptuous 
silk and cashmere furnishings, Balzac did not need them as a means 
of providing the right atmosphere for artistic inspiration, which he 
could find anywhere. The purpose he had in view was of a more 
tangible nature. When he showed his " fameux canape blanc ” to his 
friend Fontanney, he forgot for a moment his usual discretion and 
admitted with a laugh: 



THE CONTESSA GUIDOBONI-VISCONTI 249 
I had it made when I was on the point of having a lady in high society. 
You see, she needed a handsome piece of furniture, because that was 
what she was accustomed to When she found herself on the divan she 
wasn’t at all displeased ” 

Even if Fontanney had not carefully noted this remark in his diary, 
we could have inferred the purpose to which he intended to put his 
new apartment from the way in which it was fitted up. Whenever 
Balzac began to equip himself afresh it was a sign that he had fallen 
in love again. Whenever he furnished a new apartment it was because 
he was preparing to receive a mistress. His emotions, like his worries, 
could be gauged by the size of his bills. When he was wooing 
Madame de Castries he had acquired a carriage and groom, and it 
was for her that he had bought his first sofa. The bedroom in the 
rue des Marais had been adorned for Madame de Berny To visit 
Madame de Hanska in Vienna he had hired a special equipage In 
this year of contrasting fortunes, when he was still swearing eternal 
fidelity to his ff Spouse d’ amour” in Wierzchownia and describing to 
her in letter after letter the torments of his life of chastity, he had 
fallen in love more violently than ever. His love letters to Madame 
de Hanska, which so deeply stirred a whole generation with their 
touching and ardent eloquence, were written in the intervals between 
his hours of dalliance with another woman. 

★ * * 

Balzac’s ne w mistres s, who played an important part in his life that 
he took great pains to conceal, had made his acquaintance indirectly 
through Madame de Hanska herself. Before his departure from 
Geneva she had given him an introduction to Countess Apponyi, the 
wife of the Austrian Ambassador in Paris, and he lost no time in 
calling at the embassy. At a big reception there one evening in 1835, 
his interest was at tracted by a tall, blond, buxom woman a bout thirty 
years of age a nd of str iking beauty . She appeared completely at ease 
as she moved through the throng with a sensuous air and accepted 
the admiration and flattering compliments of the male guests. Bal- 
zac’s emotions were affected less by a handsome face and figure than 
by the aristocratic name attached to them, and when he learned that 
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she was the Contessa Gmdoboni-Visconti this was sufficient to kindle 
his ardor The Viscontis were Dukes of Milan, while the Guidoboms 
were one of the first noble families of Italy. Urged by an instinct he 
* could not repress, and forgetting his vows of undying loyalty to the 
distant chatelaine of Wierzchownia who was then in Vienna, Balzac 
took steps to be presented to the beautiful Contessa. 

The lovely stranger had not been bom a countess, nor as a matter 
of fact was she Italian. Her name had been Sarah Lowell and she 
had been bom at Aeol Park near London, the offspring of an eccen- 
tric English family in which suicides and explosive outbursts of 
passion were of epidemic occurrence Her mother, equally celebrated 
for her beauty, put an end to her life when she felt that she was 
beginning to age, and one of her brothers did the same. Another 
brother came to grief through drink, while her younger sister suf- 
fered from religious mania. fAs the only normal member of this 
highly stmng family the Con t essa c onfined her passions J:o the erotic 
sphere, and with typical English calm she appears to have yielded to 
any adventure by which she was tempted without inhibitions and 
without any particular demonstration of excitement. The fact that 
she possessed a husband in the person of Count Emilio Guidoboni- 
Visconti was not a matter to disturb her peace of mind on these 
occasions, nor was she troubled by exhibitions of jealousy on his part. 
He was a quiet, modest man, whom she must have picked up and 
married on one of her trips through Europe. 

Emilio Guidoboni-Visconti was not without his own passionate 
interests in life, though they had no connection with those of his 
wife. His real love was for music, and he was a character worthy of 
being immortalized in a story by E. T. A. Hoffmann. Though he was 
a descendant of the great condottieri, his greatest pleasure was to sit 
in a theater orchestra among the professional musicians and play the 
violin. At Versailles, where he had a house in the Avenue de Neuilly 
in addition to his palaces in Paris and Vienna, he would slink out 
every evening and take his place in the orchestra pit, and wherever * 
he went he humbly requested the favor of being allowed to scrape 
away at the local theater. In the daytime he amused himself by play- 
ing at being a chemist. He would mix all sorts of ingredients, pour 
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the result into bottles, and attach neat labels Society bored him He 
liked to keep m the background, so he was no bother at all to his 
wife's lovers. He was affable to every one of them, since they enabled 
him to devote his energies all the more uninterruptedly to his beloved 
music. 

Balzac was lucky. After Monsieur de Berny and Monsieur de 
Hanski he had now found a third husband who, partly from a sense 
of chivalry and partly from indifference, raised no objection to his 
wife receiving the flattering attentions of a famous author. He set 
out with his usual impetuosity to attain his goal, spending all his 
leisure hours with the Guidoboni-Viscontis, driving out to Versailles, 
sharing their box at the Italians , until in April we find him reporting, 
not of course to Madame de Hanska, but to Zulma Carraud: 

"For some days I have been under the spell of a very encroaching per- 
sonality and I do not know how to escape from it, for I am helpless to 
resist anything that pleases me/* 

(The Contessa, for her part, was hesitant about accepting the "en- 
croachments” of BaLzac. She had just dismissed her latest lover. 
Prince Koslowski, through whose instrumentality she had been able 
to present her music-loving husband with a son, but she could not 
make up her mind whether Count Lionel de Bonval, one of the great 
lions of Parisian society, or Balzac was to be his immediate successor.) 
So far as Balzac was concerned, he had his other iron to keep hot. 
Madame de Hanska in Vienna was being kept informed of his 
sudden partiality for music by her compatriots in the French capital, 
and she was aware that at the opera he had exchanged the innocuous 
box of Olympe Pelissier, the mistress of Rossini, for that of the 
Viscontis. Since she had cast herself for the principal feminine role 
in B alzac ’s life, she reproached him for his unfaithfulness and in- 
sincerity It seems that in the pact they had made together she had 
laid down that any recreation he might need was to be sought only 
among "les files," where there would be no question of spiritual 
relationship and she would therefore have no cause for jealousy. 
She knew him well enough to be certain that a Contessa Guidoboni- 
Visconti would be the recipient of similar letters to those he was 
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writing to her, and she intended to assert her monopoly Finally 
Balzac had no alternative, since he did not want to relinquish his 
bird in the hand, but to set off for Vienna on that expensive and 
fantastic journey m order to assure her once more that she alone 
occupied a niche m his heart. After that he went to Sache to work off 
his arrears, and m August 1835 he again entered the lists to compete 
with Lionel de Bonval for the favors of the beautiful Contessa. 
Victory fell to his arms, and he became her lover. If that suspiciously 
well-informed book by an anonymous writer; Balzac mis a nu , is to 
be believed, he was also in all probability the father of Lionel Richard 
Gmdobom- Visconti, born on the 29th of May, 1836 — one of his 
three illegitimate children who inherited neither the name nor the 
gemus of their sire. 

★ ★ ★ 

Although she was his mistress and indefatigable friend and helper 
for five years, the Contessa Guidobom-Visconti has not received her 
due share of attention from any of Balzac’s biographers. She herself 
was responsible for this neglect, since it is frequently not a person's 
achievements and influence that are the decisive factors in the acquire- 
ment of fame, but his or her capacity for self-advertisement. She 
never sought posthumous literary celebrity, and her figure has there- 
fore been completely overshadowed by that of the incomparably 
more vain, ambitious, and assiduous Madame de Hanska, who had 
made up her mind as to the position she intended to occupy almost 
from the outset. Balzac would not have been true to himself if he 
had not written passionate letters to the Contessa as well, but she 
neither numbered them nor preserved them in a special casket for 
future publication Either from pure unconcern or from a sovereign 
pride which made her regard with distaste the prospect of having 
her name bandied about after they were both dead and gone, she 
made no attempt to assist future literary historians to enshrine her in 
their pages, but she devoted herself all the more wholeheartedly and 
frankly to Balzac's well-being while he was alive.(Her relations with 
him were free from the painful sense of strain which is so noticeable 
on closer examination in the case of Madame de Hanska. Even 
during the period of their alleged great passion, the latter was con- 
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stantly concerned for her position in society and the place that would 
be allotted to her in literary history. For twenty years she was contin- 
ually plagued by apprehension lest she should be compromised by her 
relations with Balzac. She wanted to retain her place of honor m his 
career without herself communicating any real warmth. She was 
prepared neither to renounce her husband and his millions nor to risk 
a single jot or tittle of her immaculate reputation Even when at last 
she was free she was /eluctant to take the plunge into marriage with 
a man who was her social inferior. The cautious calculation and 
p etty-m i nded ness_of her attitude are unmistakable, and her single 
surrender at Geneva gives the impression of having been a hesitant 
succumbing to curiosity which was swiftly repented rather than a 
deliberate and unselfish yielding of herself to the man she loved*" 
Co mpared with this exhibition of insincerity, jealous nagging, 
a nd c ool sch e ming , the seemingly immoral Contessa appears as the 
acme of generosity and a woman of sterling, independent character. 
Once she had decided to give herself to Balzac, she did so without 
reserve, as we can see from her portrait in Le lys dans la vallee, and 
it was a matter of complete indifference to her whether the whole of 
Paris knew about it or not. She appeared with him in her box at the 
opera, took him into her house when he was seeking refuge from his 
creditors, and when he built himself a home in the country she oc- 
cupied the cottage next door. She made no pretense to her husband 
of being a faithful wife, and just as she would have tolerated no 
jealousy on his part, so she in turn did not torment Balzac with 
narrow-minded jealousies and petty spying^She lef t him his jiberty 
and laughed at his adventures wit h othe r wome n Since she told him 
^lierTrel7dfrshe did not compel him to lie to her, as he so con- 
stantly had to do when writing to Wierzchownia. Though not a 
tenth part as rich as the De Hanskis, she helped him a dozen times 
over his financial difficulties in one way or another. As a true friend 
she always displayed m her relations with hina the intrepid cando r 
and freedom jwhich were only possible in a woman who refused to 
submit to the strict conventions of the social or moral order and 
obeyed only the dictates of her own will 

Such a disregard of public opinion made it impossible, of course, 
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for Balzac to conceal his relations with the Contessa from Madame 
de Hanska Even if he had been successful m denying that the pas- 
sionate love scenes of Lady Dudley in Le lys dans la vallee had been 
written under the immediate inspiration of his first ecstatic trysts 
with the Contessa, he could not prevent her Russian and Polish 
friends m Pans from reporting the known facts of the situation, with 
such embroidery as might occur to their fertile imaginations From 
the distant Ukraine came a shower of "lettres pletnes de doutes et 
reproches ” but Balzac stuck to his guns and insisted that it was only 
a platonic friendship In order to fortify Madame de Hanska’s belief 
in his honesty he artfully sang the praises of this "amttie qm me 
console de bien des chagrins ” and assured her; 

"Madame de Visconti, of whom you speak, is one of the most amiable 
of women and of an infinite and exquisite kindness She has a delicate, 
elegant beauty, and helps me to bear my existence She is gentle, yet 
steadfast, unshakable and implacable in her ideas and her dislikes. She 
has a self-reliant manner She is not well-off, or rather her fortune and 
that of the Count are not in accord with their resplendent name. . . 

He concluded this eulogy, however, with the melancholy sigh, "Un- 
fortunately, I see her only very rarely/’ 

Perhaps he did not, at the bottom of his heart, care very much if 
she disbelieved him, for the brilliance of his ^polar star" was begin- 
ning to pale now that it had receded so far away and Monsieur de 
Hanski’s health, moreover, was proving so much more robust than 
had been expected. The Contessa was near at hand, young, handsome, 
and sensual. He could see her whenever he wished, and she never 
disturbed his peace of mind During the next few years he shared his 
life with her, while at the same time providing Madame de Hanska 
with imaginary biographical details for preservation in her casket 
and the ultimate delectation of posterity. 

* ★ ★ 

It was Madame de Hanska’s ambition to be Balzac’s guide and 
adviser, as the woman who possessed a deeper understanding of him 
than anyone else, and her literary judgment was no doubt far superior 
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to that of the Contessa But the Contessa had a better understanding 
of his human needs She realized how tired and harassed he was, and 
that it was essential for him to have some form of diversion In her 
warm sympathy she arranged for him the one thing that could refresh 
his creative powers, namely a visit to Italy. This was what he had 
longed for ever since the sudden interruption of the journey he had 
commenced in the company of Madame de Castries, and the Contessa 
managed matters so that it would not cost him anything 

Count Guidoboni-Visconti had inherited from his mother a sum 
of money which he had difficulty in collecting, and since he possessed 
no aptitude for dealing with affairs of business he had practically 
given up hope of recovering the amounts owed to him. The Contessa 
suggested that Balzac, their mutual friend, of whose energy and 
business instinct he was well aware, should be authorized to go to 
Italy as his agent To this the good-natured Count agreed, a power 
of attorney was drawn up by his notary, and in July Balzac, no doubt 
with his traveling expenses m his pocket, set off in a post-chaise on 
his long-dreamed-of journey to the "pays de V amour.” 

This was not the only way in which the Contessa displayed her 
generous heart. It is understandable that she did not accompany 
Balzac on his trip to the south, for it was little more than a month 
since she had given birth to the son who was in all probability the 
pledge of their love, but it is rather surprising that she raised no 
objection to his being accompanied by a good-looking youth with 
short, black hair whose name was Marcel and who was completely 
unknown to Balzac’s other friends. The only one who might have 
been able to give any information about this youth was the tailor 
Buisson, to whom a few days previously Balzac had brought a dark 
young woman with the request that he should fit her out with a 
gentleman’s costume and a gray frock-coat. The new clothes fitted the 
young lady admirably, though not so admirably that a keen eye would 
not be able to discover the curved outlines of the weaker sex. In stead 
of seeking adventures in the "pays de P amour/’ Balzac was taking 

his adventure with him* 

— ... , — - — ~ 

As in the case of nearly all his women friends, he owed his first 
meeting wxth this new mistress to his correspondence with his read- 
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mg public. Again like most of his women friends, she was married 
and had a complaisant husband Madame Caroline Marbouty found 
things boring in Limoges as the wife of a high official at the Court 
of justice, and like all the other disappointed wives in France she 
wrote to Balzac. This was in 1833, when the advocate of the rights 
of misunderstood women was too busy to answer. She therefore 
looked round for a substitute, and gazing down the alphabetical list 
of authors, where Ba was followed by Be, she hit upon Sainte-Beuve 
— as also, strange to say, did Madame de Castries. Sainte-Beuve was 
more forthcoming. He invited her to come to Pans, and she accepted 
his invitation. The dry and pompous Sainte-Beuve, however, did not 
appeal to this fiery young woman, in spite of the fact that he ad- 
dressed a stirring sonnet to her charms, and she preferred to try her 
luck again with Balzac. Since his success with Madame de Hanska, 
Balzac had begun to appreciate women who were younger than him- 
self, and he did not like Joseph reject the advances of this insistent 
Potiphar’s wife. The initial interview was extended to three nights 
in the boudoir of the rue des Batailles, and she accorded so well with 
his taste and appetite that he proposed a joint trip to Touraine. 
Madame Marbouty was unable to comply with this suggestion for a 
variety of reasons, but after his return from Sache he renewed his 
invitation, this time for a journey to Italy at his other lady friend’s 
expense. She agreed enthusiastically to accompany him in the dis- 
guise of a page, for a journey to the land of romance had itself to be 
invested with a romantic thrill. 

One of Balzac’s friends in Paris happened by chance to witness 
this comedy of disguise. Jules Sandeau, who had come to the me 
Cassini to see him off, suddenly saw a young lady with cropped hair 
drive up in a cab and, showing an evident familiarity with the topog- 
raphy of the place, hurriedly mount the stairs that led to Balzac’s 
bedroom. He was still smiling to himself at his friend’s new acquisi- 
tion when, a few minutes later, an elegant young man emerged from 
the bedroom wearing a gray frock-coat and carrying a ridmg-whip 
and a suitcase. The trunk, which contained sufficient linen for a week 
and a supply of feminine clothing in case of emergency, was taken 
down the selfsame staircase and stowed in the waiting post-chaise. 



THE CONTESSA GUIDOBONI-VISCONTI 257 
Behind the young man came Balzac, who took the seat beside him 
with a look of naive happiness at the success of his prank, and a 
minute later the coach rolled away in the direction of Italy. 

It was a delightful start, and in accordance with Balzac's expecta- 
tions the most amusing episodes occurred during the journey. The 
monks of the Grande Chartreuse were not deceived by the well-filled 
frock-coat and taut breeches of the young Marcel, and refused admis- 
sion to their monastery. The nymph avenged herself by taking a bath 
in a near-by stream. The author of the Contes drolattques found 
ample occasion for mirth. After a swift, perilous drive across Mont 
Cenis they arrived safely at Turin. 

Here, one would have thought, the time had come to end the 
masquerade, or at the very least it was to be expected that they 
would have put up at a small inn off the beaten track where there was 
less chance of attracting attention. But Balzac liked to carry every- 
thing to extremes, and he drove up to the principal hotel in the city, 
the Hotel de 1’Europe, facing the royal palace, where he ordered two 
adjoining rooms for himself and his companion. Of course the 
Gazetta Piemontese announced the famous author’s arrival on the 
following day, and the whole of Turin society was agog to see Balzac 
and his celebrated stick, which was acquiring a European celebrity 
equal to that' of his novels. The most distinguished families sent their 
footmen to leave invitations, everybody wanted to meet him, and 
some friendly noblemen even arranged for him to have the use of 
horses from the royal mews. 

Balzac accepted the invitations of the Piedmontese aristocracy with 
alacrity, but the devil of mischief persuaded him to take his com- 
panion with him, still in her masculine disguise. This led to fresh 
complications, for it was soon bruited abroad that young Marcel, like 
his namesake in Meyerbeer’s opera The Huguenots , was really a 
woman, and since no one conceived it possible that Balzac could 
have the colossal impertinence to introduce some unknown bedmate 
into the salons of the Piedmontese nobility, it was not long before a 
curious rumor went the rounds. (It was known that his famous col- 
league, George Sand, wore her hair short, smoked cigars, preferred 
trousers to a skirt, and changed her lovers more frequently than her 
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handkerchiefs. She had recently been to Italy with Alfred de Musset, 
so it was quite possible that she was repeating the journey with 
Honore de Balzac Poor Madame Marbouty suddenly found herself 
surrounded on all sides by a throng of ladies and gentlemen who 
were anxious to discuss literature with her, to listen to her witty say- 
ings, and if possible obtain an autograph of George Sand/ 

The situation was growing too embarrassing even for a jester of 
Balzac’s caliber, and he needed all his presence of mind to extricate 
himself from the tangle m which he had become involved. He con- 
fided to the Marquis Felix de St. Thomas the truth about the masquer- 
ade, but took care to give it a moral twist in palliation of his conduct: 

“She entrusted herself to me because she knows I am possessed body 
and soul by such an absorbing passion that I hardly know other women 
exist in the world/* 

In any case, he realized that the time had come to put an end to his 
little joke before it flared up into a scandal. After settling the business 
affairs of the Viscontis with a fair amount of success, he left Turin 
in some haste and set off on the return journey to Pans. 

The last place where they stopped for more than one night was 
Geneva, the city which had already been the scene of two decisive 
episodes in his life. It was here that he had received his final rebuff 
from Madame de Castries and overcome the last, lingering reluctance 
of Madame de Hanska. Now he returned in the company of Madame 
Marbouty. If we were to believe his letters to Madame de Hanska, 
he did nothing in Geneva except indulge in sweet memories of the 
past and think with tears in his eyes of her who was now so far away. 
The truth was less romantic, but much more amusing. In contrast to 
the impatience with which he normally urged the postillions to whip 
up their horses so that he might arrive the sooner at his destination, 
this time he spent ten days on the journey from Geneva to Paris, 
putting up in a different town each night. There is no reason to 
assume that these nights were devoted exclusively to sent im ental and 
melancholy brooding on the distance which separated him from his 
t inaccessible polar star. 

★ ik 
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On the 2 1 st of August he was back in Pans, and the weeks of 
enchantment were over. On the door of his apartment were pasted 
the notices left by the bailiffs, and his table was piled high with 
unpaid bills. Before he had been in the house an hour he learned 
that his publisher, Werdet, was on the verge of bankruptcy. In all 
this he found no cause either for surprise or perturbation. He knew 
from grim experience that every breath of freedom which he allowed 
himself only strengthened the stranglehold of fate Among the heap 
of letters, however, was one with a black border Alexandre de Berny 
wrote to say that his mother had died on the 27th of July. We know 
from Balzac's own letters how deeply he was shaken by this news. 
For many months he had been prepared to hear that the end had 
come, and shortly before his departure for Italy he had visited her 
for die last time, but found her too weak to take pleasure in the way 
he had expressed his gratitude to her by portraying the figure of 
Madame de Mortsauf in Le lys dans la vallee . Yet he must have been 
overwhelmed by a feeling of shame and grief that he had been 
gallivanting in Italy with the insignificant Caroline Marbouty while 
she lay on her deathbed. Perhaps he had been laughing and jesting 
in the salons of Turin while she who had been the first to offer him 
her love, a love more sincere than that of any other woman in his life, 
was being lowered into the tomb. During the next day or two he left 
Pans and went to see her grave. Some deep instinct told him that an 
epoch of his life had closed and that in th e grave of Laure de Berny 
was b uried his own youth . 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

The Second Italian Journey 


T HE death of Madame de Berny was a turning point in 
Balzac’s life. She was no longer there to protect and encour- 
age him, and in spite of his mistress in the Ukraine and his 
mistress in Paris he felt very much alone A new sensation 
began to take hold of him, one that had hitherto been foreign to his 
self-reliant and optimistic nature, an unfathomable apprehension of 
what the future might bring Apprehension lest his strength might 
not last out until he had completed the vast work he had undertaken, 
lest he might fail too soon, and lest in the meantime he should let 
the reality of life slip by. He asked himself what he had made out 
of his life and what he was yet to make out of it. He looked into the 
mirror and saw gray hairs, a whole streak of gray hair in his thinning 
mane, the result of his harassed struggle to cope with his arrears of 
work and the daily worries by which he was beset. His puffy cheeks 
and sallow complexion, his double chin and flabby body, these were 
caused by endless nights of writing behind curtained windows, by 
weeks and months without fresh air or exercise. 

This was the way he had lived for seventeen years, day after day, 
month after month, covering hundreds of thousands of sheets of 
paper, correcting hundreds of thousands of galley proofs, turning 
out book after book. And what had he achieved? Very little! Or at 
least, very little for him. The* Comedie humaine was planned on a 
scale as vast and spacious as a French cathedral, yet he had erected 
no more than a few pillars. He had not even begun to set the over- 
arching roof or the towers that were to reach up to the sky. Would 
he ever be able to finish it? Would the years during which he had 
abused and exhausted his strength exact their penalty? There had 

260 
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already been warning Indications that the machine was beginning to 
run down, sudden attacks of vertigo, fits of tiredness followed by a 
death-like sleep, and stomach cramps due to overindulgence in 
strong black coffee Was it not time to call a halt, to rest and enjoy 
life instead of obeying the inexorable dictate — "cteet, toujours 
cteer”? Who had thanked him for his frantic self-sacrifice, his fanat- 
ical renunciation, except the woman who now lay m her grave? What 
had his work brought him? A certain fame, in fact very considerable 
fame, but also hatred, spite, and grievous experiences. The one thing 
it had not brought him was the most important of all, the one he 
longed for most — his freedom Seven years ago he had started afresh 
with a load of debt amounting to a hundred thousand francs and he 
had worked like ten men Yet thirty novels had not sufficed to clear 
the slate His debts had almost doubled though he had written thirty 
novels which had been translated into every language in Europe and 
touched the hearts of hundreds of thousands of readers He was still 
tied to the will of publishers and editors, still compelled to climb up 
five flights of stairs to visit the dens of sordid moneylenders, still 
forced to tremble like a thief at the thought of the bailiffs who came 
to execute the sentence of the law. What was the point of working 
himself to death if it did not enable him to secure his independence? 
At the age of thirty-seven he saw that he had arranged his life on a 
false plan, since he had sacrificed It to a task which had disappointed 
and betrayed his most earnest hopes. 

An inner voice exhorted him to live differently. It urged him to 
be content no longer merely with accepting the sentimental admira- 
tion of women from afar, but to seek the enjoyment of their soft, sen- 
suous bodies; to quit his writing-table and travel, refreshing his eye 
with new scenes and intoxicating his weary spirit with stimulating 
pleasures; to break his chains and cast them behind him, breathing the 
relaxing air of idleness after his feverish striving toward a pre- 
established goal. He was growing prematurely old, every day brought 
its further quota of vexations, and he wanted to escape. So at the age 
of thirty-seven Balzac was seized by a far wilder and more presump- 
tuous craving for life than he had been ten, or even twenty years 
before. His success with Madame de Hanska seems to have awakened 
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the erotic side of him, for amorous adventures followed swiftly upon 
one another’s heels and he gained the favors of more women in a 
single year than he had previously done in a decade Apart from the 
Contessa and Caroline Marbouty there was a young aristocrat from 
Brittany, Helene de Valette, and an unknown "Louise” after whom he 
angled m his usual way by entering into correspondence with her He 
also became an habitue at certain sumptuous supper-parties at which 
the most distinguished of the Paris cocottes, models for his Torpille 
and Aquilina, demonstrated their arts and gave freely of their charms. 
Now that the first warning shadow of a cold hand had lightly 
touched his heart, it was no longer work and the desire for fame that 
absorbed his being. The longing for freedom, the appetite for enjoy- 
ment, the impulse to take life easily burst forth from him in full 
measure. 

★ ★ ★ 

It is to the lasting credit of the Contessa that she appreciated 
Balzac’s need and did not seek to keep her lover chained to her side* 
For a second time she made it possible for him to undertake a 
journey to Italy, and on the same pretext as before. The bailiffs had 
grown tired of trying to track him down in the rue Cassini and suc- 
ceeded at last in discovering his secret apartment in the rue des 
Batailles; he was forced to take refuge in a residential hotel in the rue 
de Provence. Even there, however, he was not safe, and the Contessa 
could see how weary he was of the never-ending struggle. She neither 
plagued him with jealousy nor irritated him with censure. He was 
incorrigible and she gave him something more valuable than good 
advice — the chance to spend two or three months free from worry. 
Once more the Count was persuaded to engage Balzac as his business 
agent, and on the 12th of February, 1837, he crossed the Alps, this 
time alone, for he had long since become bored with the rather 
importunate Madame Marbouty. Theophile Gautier, who was to have 
accompanied him, had to change his plans at the last moment. 

The journey through Ticino and the loveliest scenery m Europe 
dissipated his cares. Balzac had a genius for receiving and retaining 
impressions, but he also had a genius for forgetting. All his worries 
had slipped from his shoulders by the time he alighted at the Hotel 
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della bella Venezia in Milan, for he had become another person. 
He was no longer that Monsieur Honore de Balzac whom the French 
courts had condemned to pay so many thousands of francs here and so 
many thousands of francs there, but the celebrated author whose 
arrival was respectfully reported in the newspapers and whom two 
hours later the whole city was agog to see The Countess Maffei took 
him driving m her carnage; he attended La Scala Opera m the box of 
Prince Portia and his sister the Countess Sansevermo; he received 
invitations from the Princess Belgiojoso and the Marquise Trivulsio; 
in fact all the bearers of the most resounding names in Italian history 
paid homage to the name of Balzac. The officers of the Austrian Army 
spoiled him no less The Governor asked him to dinner, the General 
in command of the troops offered his services, and the foremost 
sculptor in Milan, Putinatti, requested the honor of being allowed to 
make a statuette of him, which Balzac then presented not to Madame 
de Hanska, but to the Contessa Guidobom- Visconti. The young 
Prince Portia showered him with gifts and hastened to anticipate every 
wish Balzac’s pride and happiness can be imagined at being asked to 
write his signature m the albums of prmces and princesses instead of, 
as in Paris, under I O U.’s. 

His reception by the Italian writers was somewhat cooler, since they 
felt a little slighted by the exaggerated attention paid to a foreigner, 
and Balzac was too absorbed in his new-found aristocratic acquaint- 
ances to have much time for his professional colleagues A meeting 
with Manzoni was not very fruitful. Balzac had not read the Promessi 
Sposi , so he talked only about himself. 

Preoccupied though he was with sightseeing and festivities, he did 
not forget the mission which had brought him to Italy, and as he was 
an excellent businessman so long as it was not his own affairs with 
which he was concerned, he succeeded in settling the outstanding ques- 
tions connected with Count Visconti’s legacy. Everything seemed to 
be going so well for him this time that at the conclusion of the transac- 
tions he even found a visit to Venice on his itinerary, the city he had 
wanted to see first in the company of Madame de Castries and then 
with Madame de Hanska and which provided the setting for his 
Pacino Cane . 
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His first day there was disappointing. Rain, snow, and mist took 
all the color out of Venice But the first day on which the sun shone 
stirred excited appreciation of its beauty He went everywhere and 
saw everything — the museums, the churches, the palaces, and the 
theaters. In a few fleeting days he absorbed its atmosphere, its history, 
its way of living, the very soul of the city. Though he was there 
only nine days in all, half of which were spent on business matters and 
in paying visits, none of the innumerable novelists or travelers who 
have described Venice — neither Byron, nor Goethe, nor Stendhal, nor 
D'Annunzio — has pictured it with such illuminating insight as Balzac 
did m his short story Massmdla Dorn, which includes one of the 
most perfect pieces of musical interpretation in the whole of literature. 
It is almost inconceivable that in such a short space of time, and 
knowing no more than a few scraps of the language, his eye could 
have seized the essentials so unerringly as to enable him to sublimate 
, and personify in such a masterly way the noble, sensuous spirit of 
Italy. Again and again we are made to realize that to Balzac seeing 
a thing meant piercing to the heart of it, appreciating the substance 
* in a flash, by a kind of magical process. 

These nine days m Venice were the climax of his Italian journey. 
When he returned to Milan he was not received so warmly as on his 
previous visit. With his usual lighthearted loquacity he had been 
tempted by his good spirits and innocent trust in his hearers to talk 
a little too freely in public about his debts and the money he was able 
to make by his writmg. This was a bad habit of his which had irri- 
tated his friends in Vienna and now proved equally distasteful to the 
Milanese, but even more painful to them was the fact that he spoke 
rather condescendingly of Lamartine and Manzoni. Unfortunately for 
Balzac there happened to be present some minor writers suffering 
from a feeling of exasperation, and one of them found nothing better 
to do than to send a report of his disparaging comments on Manzoni 
to a Milan newspaper, where this ill repayment of the hospitality he 
had received roused considerable wrath. Balzac did well not to pro- 
long his second stay in Milan. He went to Genoa with a view to 
traveling through the Riviera and on to Nice, but an epidemic 
threatened and he was quarantined. This was apparently only a petty 
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inconvenience, but it later gave rise to a far greater vexation For some 
reason which we do not know, he changed ins plans and, instead of 
continuing his journey to Pans, traveled bade to Leghorn and Florence. 
It was not until the 3rd of May, after an absence of nearly three 
months, that he saw Pans again. For the first time since he launched 
out on a career of authorship he had not written a single line or cor- 
rected a si ngle proof for a period of nearly three months* Jie had 
lived, learned, and enjoyed himself. 

* * * 

His mood can have been none too cheerful as the stagecoach 
approached the outskirts of Pans, for he was aware of what awaited 
him after these blissful months of dolce far menie . It was not only that 
a pile of unpaid accounts would be lying on his table, that his tilbury 
and other accessible possessions had been seised in distraint, that 
the editors were still expecting delivery of La matson Nuctngen and 
La femme supeneurer } for which payment had been made m advance, 
or that the fifty thousand francs agreed upon by his new publisher, 
Bohain, before he set out on his journey had already gone up in smoke. 
Things were far worse. When Werdet went bankrupt, the bills of 
exchange which Balzac had drawn so liberally were repudiated, and 
his creditors had obtained a warrant for his arrest. If he were caught 
he would be flung into a debtors’ prison. 

His first concern, therefore, was to avoid being caught. He now 
had three apartments — in the rue Cassini, which was still rented in his 
own name and from which he had succeeded m rescuing his furniture, 
in the rue des Batailles, allegedly occupied by the "Veuve Durand” 
or a mythical "Dr. Meget/’ and his lodging m the me de Provence. 
Bu t his creditor s had seen through, all his dodges and neither secret 
" passwords nor false re ports were of any f urther avail D espite his 
multiplicity of abodes he no longer had a safe roof over his head, and 
he would willingly have exchanged the celebrity he had so enjoyed m 
Italy for an oblivion that would secure him from those who were on 
his track. There was danger even in staying with the Carrauds at 
Frapesle, where a room was always held at his disposal, since his 
arrival would be bruited abroad before he alighted from the coach. 
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In his dilemma he turned to the young Comte de Belloy, who had 
been his secretary on the editorial staff of the Chomque de Parts, and 
begged him for "a room, complete secrecy, bread and water, together 
with a salad, a pound of mutton, a bottle of ink, and a bed.” He no 
longer craved silken hangings, damask sofas, or gold penknives, but 
only a table to write on and a bed in which to sleep. The hands of the 
dock had been turned back seventeen years, to the days when he was 
living in his old garret in the rue Lesdigmeres. 

De Belloy was unable to offer him the shelter for which he asked, 
and once more it was the Contessa Guido b om- V i sconti w h o cam e to 
his rescue. Caring nothmg for the gossip of friends and acquaintances, 
'she took her lover into her own house in the Avenue des Champs 
Elysees, where he was enjoined to remain in the strictest seclusion. He 
was not allowed to venture into the street or show himself to visitors, 
and the only glimpse permitted him of the advent of spring in Paris 
was from a place of concealment behind the window curtains. 
Monastic retirement had no terrors for Balzac, however, especially 
when nothing but a door separated him from the bedchamber of his 
voluptuous mistress. He settled down enthusiastically to his arrears 
of work and in the short space of two months completed La matson 
Nucingen and La femme superieure, wrote the final episodes of the 
Contes drolattques } and sketched out the short story Gambara. 

He would probably have continued to work on here in the best 
of spirits if one day the huissiers had not knocked on the door even 
of this sacred retreat. As always, it was a Delilah who betrayed the 
whereabouts of Samson. One of the Contessa' s rivals, possibly Caro- 
line Marbouty, whom Balzac had not invited to accompany him on his 
second Italian journey, had revealed his place of refuge to the police, 
and now the servants of the law were standing in the Contessa's 
salon and presenting him with the grim alternatives of either settling 
his debts on the spot or accompanying them to a debtors' gaol. Once 
more the Contessa' s generosity stood the test, and though she was by 
no means a wealthy woman she paid the huissiers what they demanded 
and they took their departure. 

To Balzac's annoyance it soon became common property that the 
Contessa had purchased her lover's freedom. From the Gazette des 
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Tnbunaux the awkward facts trickled into the newspapers, and Balzac, 
who was still playing the senseless game of pretending to the distant 
Madame de Hanska that he was leading an unhappy, solitary exist- 
ence, had to write to her and provide an explanation: 

“These fellows, whose task it is to seek out debtors and fling them into 
prison, managed to find me thanks to an act of treachery, and to my 
grief I found myself m the position of having compromised the people 
who had so generously offered me refuge* In order to avoid going to 
jail I had to find without delay the money I owed to Werdet, and in 
consequence I have been placed under an obligation to my friends who 
lent it to me/’ 

He carefully omitted to reveal to his jealous correspondent the name 
of the lady who had been his salvation. In the relations between the 
Contessa and Balzac it was always she alone who gave proof of cour- 
age and magnanimity. 


* * * 

Whenever Balzac reached the end of his resources and did not 
know which way to turn, it was invariably a woman who came to his 
help. He was now relieved, at least, of his most pressing difficulties, 
his defies criardes , and could emerge from his hiding place with head 
erect. His room at the Margonnes in his beloved Touraine was wait- 
ing for him, and he could work there with the assurance that no one 
would attempt to trespass on his privacy and that his board and lodg- 
ing would cost him nothing. Once again his reply to the vexations 
which life held for him was a literary masterpiece. In the great 
bou rgeois epic of Cesar Birott eau he related the story of a man who 
had fallen into debt from a simple credulity of mind which caused 
him to become involved in disastrous speculations. Every tormenting 
and h um iliating experience that Balzac had himself suffered during 
the past months and years was reproduced in this picture of a world 
which no French writer had ever before explored. The desperate 
attempts to borrow money, the unreliability of friends, the inexorable 
demands of creditors, the diabolical retribution exacted from the 
finan cial dabbler who does not devote himself body and soul to the 
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acquirement of wealth, the machinations of lawyers and the artifices 
of the law — all these concomitants of a petty bankruptcy constitute a 
tragedy, the tragedy of a man in modest circumstances, which provides 
a fitting counterpart to the great and often grandiose novels of the 
Comedte humatne Once more Balzac had succeeded by a process of 
artistic sublimation in mastering the anxieties by which his spirit was 
harassed. 

In the autumn he returned to Paris refreshed in mind and body. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

The Sardinian Silver Mines 


T HE years 1836 and 1837 were years of strain for Balzac; 

one disaster followed swiftly upon the heels of another. By 
normal hazards, if anything in Balzac’s life could be judged 
by normal standards, the year 1838 should have brought the 
ultimate turning point The previous summer the Contessa had settled 
the most pressing of his debts, and Cesar Biroiieau had earned him 
a fee larger than any he had yet received. Twenty thousand francs in 
cash for the serial rights alone was an enormous sum at a time when 
money was worth far more than it is today and income tax was un- 
known. His writings were in such great demand that with his in- 
comparable capacity for work and inexhaustible supply of raw 
materials he could easily have made sixty to a hundred thousand 
francs a year While maintaining a comfortable standard of living, 
and without exerting himself unduly, he could have worked off his 
debts in two years. Now that his novels were growing more and more 
lucrative every year, with the great collected edition in active prepara- 
tion and his literary fame firmly rooted throughout the Continent, 
circumstances had never been more favorable for placing his chaotic 
fortunes upon an ordered basis. But whenever the skies began to turn 
blue, an apparently sheer wantonness, which nevertheless sprang from 
the deepest motive forces of his nature, summoned up fresh storm 
clouds. When his bark was already in sight of port he always reversed 
the helm and drove back into the teeth of the gale. In the year 1838, 
when his affairs were beginning to straighten out, he once more re- 
duced order to chaos by two extravagantly foolish ideas. 

It was typical of ail Balzac’s follies that at the start they were 
perfectly sensible. His speculations were founded on sound observa- 
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lion and were the result of correct and precise calculations. His print- 
ing works and type foundry, as his successors proved, were under- 
takings capable of producing a profit. The Chrontque de Pans , with 
its brilliant editorial staff, could have become the leading journal in 
France. The factor that spoiled his business enterprises, and some- 
times his novels, was the passionate impatience which led him to be- 
gin on the largest possible scale and prevented him from maintaining 
the just and sober proportions that would have resulted from mature 
deliberation. The grandiose heightening which was a primordial 
feature of his genius as a novelist had fateful effects when it was 
exercised in a sphere which demanded the exact weighing-up even of 
trivial items. 

The first of Balzac’s new projects sprang from the logical desire 
of the artist to provide himself with a place where he could work 
in peace. For years he had been tantalized by a dream which lures 
all creative minds, that of a secluded cottage somewhere amid green 
fields where intruders cannot disturb their tranquil absorption in 
things of the spirit, a Villa Delices like that of Voltaire, a Mont- 
morency like that of Jean- Jacques Rousseau, or a Vaucluse like that 
of Petrarch. Paris had been a wonderful background during Ms years 
of development, so long as he could live there in obscurity and observe 
its activity while he himself remained unobserved. Now that he had 
become the object of other people’s curiosity, now that every 
detail of his private life was retailed to the newspapers and journalists 
and creditors tore his front-door bell from one another’s hands, he 
felt the restriction on his personal freedom and the injury that was 
being done to Ms capacity for artistic concentration. 

Why, then, should he continue to live in Paris? The time had long 
since passed when he had to beard editors and publishers in their own 
offices. The Kings of France were able to govern their realm from 
Blois or Versailles, so why should not Balzac rule the press and the 
public from some idyllic spot off the main track chosen by himself? 
He was, in any case, tired of spending the summer with the Margonnes 
or the Carrauds or other hospitable friends. At the age of thirty-eight 
Balzac wanted to have his own modest little house, such as any 
peasant or small rentier could enjoy. Years before he had cherished 
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the intention of acquiring a cottage called La Grenadiere in Touraine 
where he could work without having to give up his apartment in 
Paris, but he had never been able to find the necessary funds He 
decided to be more economical — his most foolhardy ventures always 
began with attempts to reduce his budget — and he abandoned the 
thought of having two places of residence. Why keep on an apartment 
in Paris when he had a house in the country? Would it not be better 
and cheaper to look for a cottage in some beautiful rural spot in the 
environs of the capital where he could live permanently, free from the 
exhausting claims that the metropolis made upon his energies, yet 
near enough to journey in at any time either for business or for 
pleasure? 

He had not to seek very far to find the right spot. A man of his 
amazing memory had no difficulty in recalling throughout his life 
every hill and every house on which his eye had rested with interest 
but for a single moment. During his innumerable journeys to Ver- 
sailles, first to visit the Duchesse d’Abrantes and later the Contessa, 
the valley of Sevres and Ville-d’Avray had become firmly fixed in his 
memory, and it was here that he hoped to find again "all the fresh- 
ness, the shade, the fragrance, and the verdure of a Swiss vale.” How 
wonderful it would be, when he rose wearily from his work, to stand 
upon the hills of Sevres and let his eyes roam across the broad land- 
scape and the winding silvery ribbon of the Seine, with only vine- 
yards, gardens, and fields about him, yet near to Paris, the Paris he 
had sworn to conquer! Here he could build himself a little house and 
furnish it with the barest necessities, an inexpensive little house that 
would fit him like a glove, a house where he could write in peace and 
be relieved once and for all from the anxiety of not knowing how to 
pay his quarter’s rent. 

With his accustomed swift decision he set about acquiring a 
"humble cottage,” as he put it to Madame de Hanska, in this “remote 
hamlet.” In September 1837 a contract was signed with a married 
couple named Valet, and Balzac became the owner of a piece of 
ground m easurin g about nine thousand square feet together with a 
small dwelling and outhouses, the cost of purchase being four thou- 
sand, five hundred francs. By Balzac’s standards this was a very 
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modest speculation, and from the purely business point of view it was 
a prudent transaction. To a man earning between fifty and eighty 
thousand francs a year the acquisition of such an excellently situated 
plot of land for four thousand, five hundred francs was something he 
could well afford In three or four weeks he could make enough to 
cover the outlay and thereby fulfill the dream of years. 

In all Balzac's money dealings, however, he was spurred on by that 
urge which forces the gambler to double and quadruple his stake. 
Hardly had he entered into possession of his plot of ground when 
his unpretentious plan assumed larger dimensions. In some way or 
other he had learned that the projected railway to Versailles would 
pass through the station at Sevres just below his little estate, and with 
accurate intuition he told himself that the fields bordering on this 
railway station were bound very soon to rise in value. The obvious 
thing to do was to buy more land, and this he did, but so eagerly that 
he lost all sense of proportion The peasants and other owners did not 
take long to discover that in his inordinate impatience he was prepared 
to pay any price they asked. His dream of a small cottage was for- 
gotten, the prospect of orchards, plantations, and a magnificent park 
rose up before his mind's eye, and in a few weeks he had become the 
possessor of some forty thousand square feet at a cost of eighteen 
thousand francs, without having taken the precaution of having the 
land surveyed by experts, or even troubling to examine it more closely 
himself. 

Balzac never regarded expenditure as money actually kid out so 
long as it was still in the form of a debt. He reveled in the early 
delights of ownership, and before his new house was built he refused 
to worry about how he was to pay for it. What was his pen for, any- 
way, that magic instrument which could so swiftly turn blank paper 
into thousand-franc notes? Moreover, the fruit trees which he 
intended to plant on the still virgin soil would alone bring in a for- 
tune. Suppose he were to lay down a pineapple plantation? Nobody in 
France had yet hit upon the idea of growing pineapples in glass- 
houses instead of shipping them from distant parts. If it was set about 
in the right way, so he confided to his friend Theophile Gautier, he 
could make a profit of a hundred thousand francs, or three times as 
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much as his new house would cost him. As a matter of fact, it would 
cost him nothing at all, smce he had persuaded the Viscontis to join 
him in this brilliant venture While he was building his new house 
they were going to fit up the old cottage for their own use, and would 
pay him a suitable rent. So what was there to worry about? 

Balzac had no anxieties, except that caused by his impatient desire 
to move mto his new house as soon as it was possible to erect it A 
whole army of workmen appeared on the scene Masons, joiners, car- 
penters, gardeners, painters, and locksmiths all set to work at once. 
A wall was hastily built to support the foundations, the earth was dug 
out where the chalet was to stand, paths were laid down and graveled, 
forty apple trees and eighty pear trees were planted, trellises were set 
up on which further fruit trees were to be trained, and overnight the 
vicinity of the "remote hamlet’ 1 was transformed by an atmosphere of 
tumult such as Balzac needed to stimulate his mind and emotions. 
Week after week he panted up the hill to spur on the workmen. No 
matter what the cost, everything must be ready by the spring of 1838, 
and if he could he would even have forced the fruit trees to yield their 
harvest by the same prescribed date instead of waiting till the autumn. 

This went on week after week until they reached the depths of 
winter. The walls rose higher and higher, and as they rose so the costs 
mounted. Gradually Balzac began to be assailed by a slight feeling 
of perturbation. The fee he had received for Cesar Birotteau had been 
sunk in the ground, the publishers had been sucked dry and no further 
advances were to be expected from that quarter, while he was unable 
to get on with his own work owing to the impatience with which he 
was looking forward to moving into his new home. In accordance with 
the maxim he had himself propounded, his new enthusiasm was draw- 
ing off the energies hitherto available for the old one. As in the 
case of his printing venture, a modest enterprise had assumed propor- 
tions which exceeded his strength. Just as on that occasion he had 
acquired a type foundry, as if to outbid one piece of folly by a greater 
one, so he now bent his mind to w ard f urther speculation whic h was 
to rescue him from the difficulties in which he had become involved 
through his investment in real estate. An additional indebtedness of 
a hundred thousand francs could not be wiped out by small economies 
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or even by his literary labors, but only by the acquisition of a vast 
sum at one stroke. Some way must be found of gaining a fortune 
rapide, and this Balzac thought he had discovered. Before the leaves 
appeared on the trees he suddenly vanished without a trace. Nobody 
in Paris knew where he had gone, and all he himself revealed of his 
plan was the vague declaration, "I shall be free, with no more worries 
and no material cares. I am going to be rich!” 

This story of how he proposed to become a millionaire by one 
swift coup sounds so incredible that if it were incorporated into a 
novel it would be condemned as a poor invention wholly lacking in 
psychological plausibility. It was a piece of extravagant folly of truly 
Balzadan dimensions, and if it were not fully documented in every 
s detail no biographer would have the courage to recount it as an 
1 example of the aberration of a genius. Yet again and again we find in 
; Balzac's career the paradoxical phenomenon, repeated with uncanny 
i precision, that the brain which was able to pierce unerringly to the 
1 heart of every situation in the fictitious world of its own creation, func- 
tioned in the world of reality with a naive and childlike credulity. So 
long as he was portraying a Grandet or a Nucingen his sense of logic 
and insight into psychology were unparalleled, but he was easy prey 
for any clumsy sharper and his pursestrings could be loosened for any 
tempting scheme more swiftly than those of the most confirmed 
lottery addict. He refused to learn from experience how to face the 
very situation of which he showed himself such a sovereign master in 
his novels, and this simultaneous lucidity and blindness in one and the 
same brain were never more clearly demonstrated than in the episode 
of Balzac's hunt for hidden treasure. 

In the summer of 1836 he had taken this theme as the subject of 
one of his most brilliant short stories, Facino Cane . In this literary 
gem he described how among three musicians at a wedding he had 
been particularly struck by the clarinet player, a blind old man of 
eighty with a majestic head, whom he intuitively felt to have been the 
victim of some mysterious fate. Drawing him into conversation, he 
learned from the old clarinet player, who was stimulated by a glass or 
two of wine, that he was the last descendant of the princely family 
of Cane, that he had once been a senator in Venice, and that he had 
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spent years in prison. On breaking through the prison walls during 
his attempt to escape, he had come upon the secret treasure vault of 
the procurators, where the republic’s vast stores of gold and silver lay 
heaped. He alone knew how to find the place again, but he had grown 
blind owing to his years of incarceration and was unable to take 
advantage of his discovery. He still remembered the exact spot, and if 
anyone was prepared to undertake the journey with him to Venice 
they would both become the richest men in the world Seizing his 
companion, that is to say, Balzac, by the arm, he conjured him to go 
to Italy. 

All those within earshot laughed at the foolish old man. The other 
musicians had heard his story before and neither of them believed it. 
Nor did Balzac, who had no intention of accompanying Faano Cane 
to Venice and paying his expenses. He rejected the fantastic proposal 
and left the old man to die in an asylum for the blind, without making 
any attempt to seek out his legacy. In this fictitious story Balzac 
describes himself as acting no less rationally than any other sensible 
person would have done, but how differently he behaved scarcely a 
year later when the imaginary episode was translated into reality! 

On the way back from his second Italian journey in April 1837, 
Balzac had had the misfortune to be quarantined at the hospital in 
Genoa. Being held in quarantine is a very tedious business. It is like 
being in a prison without walls. One is free and yet not free, one 
cannot work or go for a stroll, and the only diversion available is to 
sit and talk with one’s fortuitous companions in adversity. Among 
those with whom Balzac struck up an acquaintance on this occasion 
was a merchant named Giuseppe Pezzi, who told him quite casually, 
and certainly without the slightest intention of trying to dupe him or 
pntirp him into a venturesome speculation, of the treasures which 
could still be brought t o light in his native land. In Sardinia, for 
^example, theoidsilver mines had been abandoned because the opinion 
was held that they had been completely worked out by the Romans. 
As a matter of fact the Romans, with their undeveloped technique, 
had been able to extract only a small proportion of the silver from the 
lead ore, and the great slag heaps they had left there under the impres- 
sion that they were entirely valueless contained a high percentage of 
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silver which could be smelted out by modern refining processes. Any- 
one who took the trouble to acquire the concession, which could no 
doubt be bought for a song, would very soon become a wealthy man 
Thus the worthy Signor Pezzi chatted to his neighbor at table, and 
what he said was true. The metallurgists of today can extract a far 
higher percentage of precious metal from mixed ores than was pos- 
sible in earlier centuries, and numerous mines which their owners 
ceased to exploit a couple of thousand years ago are now being 
worked at a profit. ^ Signor Pezzi, however, did not know that he 
was throwing a spark into a powder barrel. Balzac, with his capacity 
for seeing things immediately in plastic form, was already vis ualizing 
the gleaming white silver as it separated from the gray slag, piling up 
and becoming minted into coins, hundreds of thousands and millions 
of minted coins, and the very thought intoxicated him) It was like 
giving a child a glass of brandy. He urged the unsuspecting Pezzi to 
have the residues examined at once by expert chemists. There would 
be no difficulty in raising the necessary capital for such a sound invest- 
ment, and by securing for themselves a major share they would both 
become rich, enormously rich, fantastically rich. The worthy Signor 
Pezzi, dumfounded by the passionate enthusiasm of this unknown 
gentleman from Paris, grew somewhat reserved, but he promised to 
look into the matter and send specimens of the ore. 

From that moment Balzac was obsessed by the illusion that his 
salvation would come from the silver mines of Sardinia and that they 
would not only defray the cost of his new house, Les ]ardies, but 
also enable him to settle his outstanding debts and make him at last 
into a free man. In his fictitious story of Facino Cane he had regarded 
the old man with his story of hidden treasure as a babbling fool, and 
now he himself had become the dupe of the same idea. As soon as 
he had dashed off the last pages of Cesar Birotteau, which would not 
take long and meanwhile Signor Pezzi would have sent him the 
specimen ores for which he had asked, he would fling himself with all 
his energies into the task of raising capital and providing the technical 
experts for his great new business venture. 

But weeks went by and the weeks lengthened into months. Cesar 
Birotteau had been finished long since and Signor Pezzi had not yet 
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forwarded the promised specimens Balzac grew uneasy. By his guile- 
less enthusiasm he had himself been responsible for drawing the 
Italian blockhead’s attention to the riches that were lying fallow in 
Sardinia, and now the scoundrel was doubtless trying to secure the 
concession and exclude him from participation. There was only one 
thing to do. He must catch up with him and investigate the situation 
on the spot. Unfortunately the few hundred francs of initial capital 
that he required for the journey were lacking and he did not know 
where they were to be obtained. He could have gone to his friends the 
Rothschilds, or to some other great financial house, and submitted his 
plan to them, but naive as he was, and one must even say as stupid as 
ever, where his own business affairs were concerned, he believed that 
Signor Pezzi had confided the tremendous secret to him alone and if 
he offered a hint of it to a third party the idea would be stolen from 
him by the wealthy capitalists in the same way that David Sechard 
had been swindled of his formula for the manufacture of cheap paper 
in the Illusions perdues. 

Commandant Carraud was the only person in whom he would place 
his trust, for he imagined that superannuated officer, who sometimes 
amused himself with trifling experiments to pass the time, to be a 
great chemical expert in possession of "a secret process by which he 
can separate gold and silver from any other elements with which they 
may be alloyed — and at very little cost.” 

The good-natured Commandant found the idea worth considering, 
but was not prepared either to accompany Balzac to Sardinia or to 
invest money in the project. Balzac was reduced to borrowing part of 
his traveling expenses from his mother, who was always ready to take 
money from her stocking for a promising speculation. The remainder 
was provided by Dr. Nacquart and his tailor, and in the middle of 
March 1838 he set off for Sardinia to take possession of the silver 
mines. 

It is obvious that this fantastic journey was bound to end in a 
ridiculous fiasco. Even if the plan had had any prospect of success— 
and there was nothing wrong with Balzac’s original intuition— how 
could an author who had never seen a mine in his life judge in a 
visit of two or three days whether these old workings were likely to 
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yield a profit or not? He took no technical equipment with him, and 
even if he had done so he would have had no notion of how to use it. 
He had not discussed the matter with a real expert, and his knowledge 
of Italian was insufficient to enable him to make himself understood. 
Owing to his unwillingness to confide in anyone, he carried no letters 
of introduction, he had no money with which to obtain the informa- 
tion he required, he did not know to what authorities he would have 
to apply to acquire the concession he was seeking, and even if he 
had been in possession of this knowledge, he was unfamiliar with the 
business routine. Above all, he lacked the necessary capital. It is true 
that he declared, "All I need is a specimen of the stuff/’ But where 
was the "stuff” to be found, and what was it? Was it in the slag heaps 
now overgrown with vegetation, or did it consist of the ore in mines 
that had long since been disused and choked up? An experienced 
mining engineer would have needed months to establish the facts. 
Balzac relied on nothing but his intuition. 

In any case it was impossible for Balzac to spend months over the 
task, since for him time was money, and as he had no money he had 
to hurry. He started off at his usual tempo, spending five sleepless days 
and nights on the coach-box between Paris and Marseille, and his 
funds were so short that he lived on ten sous’ worth of milk a day. 
Hard facts, however, proved unwilling to adapt themselves to his 
need for haste. In Marseille he learned that there was no ship likely 
to sail for Sardinia within any measurable space of time. The only 
way to get there was by a roundabout route via Corsica, where he 
might perhaps be able to find a small boat that would take him across. 
This was the first blow to his hopes, and he went on to Toulon with 
his ardor considerably cooled, after having written in a melancholy 
strain to Zuima: 

"In a few days I shall unhappily be one illusion the poorer. That is 

what always happens. Just when one is about to reach the culmination 

one begins to lose faith.” 

After an unusually stormy voyage he arrived at Ajaccio in the 
throes of severe seasickness. Then came a new trial of patience. He 
was forced to remain in quarantine for five days because of an alleged 
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outbreak of cholera at Marseille, and at the end of these five days he 
had to waste more time trying to find a boatman who was ready to sail 
across to Sardinia. Too agitated and upset to work during his days of 
waiting, he plodded around Ajaccio, visited Napoleon’s birthplace, 
and cursed Giuseppe Pezzi who had lured him into undertaking this 
ridiculous journey. At last, on the 2nd of April, he was able to make 
the crossing in the bark of a coral diver, with no other nourishment 
than the fish they caught on the way. In Alghiero came another test of 
endurance, five further days of quarantine to keep him on tenterhooks. 
Finally, on the 12 th of April, he was allowed to land on the shores of 
the island which so jealously guarded the millions he expected to 
pocket. A whole month had gone by and he had not yet glimpsed 
a single grain of silver. 

Now for the mines! They were less than twenty miles away, but 
since the days of the Romans all the roads had disappeared. There 
were neither roads nor coaches in Sardinia, whose inhabitants, so 
Balzac wrote, were no more civilized than the Polynesians or the Huns. 
The people went about half naked and in rags, the houses contained 
no stoves, there were neither hotels nor inns. So Balzac, who had not 
mounted a horse for years, was compelled to entrust his corpulence 
to the tender mercies of a rocking saddle until at length he reached 
Nurra, where his hopes were finally and utterly shattered. It was no 
longer of any consequence whether the mines could be rendered 
profitable or not, for he had arrived too late Giuseppe Pezzi, inspired 
by Balzac’s enthusiasm, had employed the eighteen months that had 
elapsed since their meeting to some purpose. He had not, it is true, 
written an immortal novel or built himself a house with a pineapple 
plantation, but he had besieged the various relevant authorities until 
he obtained the issue of a royal decree giving him the right to exploit 
the abandoned slag heaps. Balzac’s journey had been quite unneces- 
sary. Like Napoleon after Waterloo, his only desire was to hasten 
back to Paris, to his '‘beloved Inferno,” as speedily as possible. The 
fare, however, exceeded his means, and he had to travel to Genoa 
and then on to Milan in order to borrow his fare to Paris on the credit 
of the Viscontis. This time his sojourn in Milan was a melancholy 
affair, with no splendid receptions or visits to aristocratic acquaint- 
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ances. Weary, downcast, but with his energies unimpaired, the eternal 
bankrupt arrived back in Paris in the month of June. 

On the balance-sheet he had lost three months* work and spent 
money uselessly in the attempt to acquire more He had risked his 
health and exposed himself to nervous strain for the sake of an absurd 
adventure, or rather for an adventure that was absurd so far as he 
was concerned. For with tragic irony, as In the case of all his other 
projects, his calculations in the first place had been correct and his 
intuition had not deceived him. The Sardinian silver mines brought 
wealth to others. In two or three decades they were in full swing and 
growing more and more profitable. In 1851 they provided work for 
616 men, nine years later they were employing 2,038, nine years after 
that 9,171, and the company known as the Minas d’Ar gentler a was 
garnering the millions of which Balzac had dreamed. His flair was 
always right, but It helped him only as an artist and merely led him 
astray when he sought to step beyond his proper sphere. When he 
transmuted his imaginative gift into literary production it brought 
him not only monetary rewards, but imperishable fame; when he 
tried to transform his illusions into money he succeeded only in add- 
ing to his debts and multiplying his labors. 

Before his departure from Paris he had written to Zulma the 
prophetic words, "It is not the journey I am afraid of, but the return 
if my plan should come to grief/* 

He knew that he would find unpaid bills, threatening lawsuits, and 
work without end, as he always did when he got back home, and this 
time Pelion would be piled on Ossa. One thing alone inspired him 
with the courage to face the fulfillment of these dark forebodings — 
the prospect of being able to take refuge m his new house where he 
could make up for the time lost on his trip to Sardinia. But here 
again disappointment awaited him. Nothing was ready. The ground 
was "as bare as the palm of one’s hand,” the house still unroofed, and 
he could not settle down to write at Les Jardies because the architects, 
the masons, and the navvies who were excavating the soil had dallied 
over their work. He had once more forgotten that not everybody could 
keep up with his own tempo. With his accustomed impatience he 
began to drive them on, and before the last plank was on the roof he 
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moved In, defying the orders of his doctor who told him that it 
would be injurious to his health if he lived in a newly built house 
that had not had time to dry out. His furniture had not yet been 
transferred from the rue des Batailles, and there was the noise of 
hammering and sawing the whole day long, for the old cottage was 
being reconstructed from top to bottom for occupation by the 
Contessa. The paths were still being graveled and asphalted, while the 
retaining walls were being erected with a haste that was to prove 
disastrous. Yet amid all this chaos Balzac enjoyed the sensation of 
living on his own estate, and in premature enthusiasm he described 
his new home: 

"My house lies on the slope of the mount or hill of Saint-Cloud, which 
borders halfway up on the King’s park towards the south To westward 
the view embraces the whole of Vilie-d’Avray, and to the south I look 
down upon the Viile-d’Avray road which stretches along the hills to 
where the park of Versailles begins To eastward my eyes can roam 
beyond Sevres and take in a vast horizon behind which lies Paris The 
haze of the metropolis veils the edge of the famous slopes of Meudon 
and Bellevue In the distance lie the plain of Montrouge and the road 
which mns from Orleans to Tours. It is a landscape of rare grandeur 
and alluring contrasts 1 In the immediate proximity of my property lies 
the railway station on the line from Paris to Versailles, the embank- 
ment of which runs through the valley of Ville-d’Avray without, how- 
ever, restricting my view in any way. Thus I can travel in ten minutes, 
and at the price of ten sous, from Les Jardies to the Madeleine In the 
heart of Pans! From the me des Batailles, from Chaillot, or from the 
rue Cassini it cost me at least forty sous and took an hour. Taking this 
convenient situation into account it can never be said that the purchase 
of Les Jardtes has been a foolish move on my part, since the price of 
the property is bound to go up enormously The whole estate comprises 
an acre of land, bounded by a terrace one hundred and fifty feet long 
to the south and surrounded by walls. Nothing has yet been planted, but 
in the aut umn we shall make a veritable Garden of Eden out of this 
little comer of the earth, with flowers, shrubs, and fragrant odors. In 
Paris or its environs anything is to be had for money, so I shall buy 
twenty-year old magnolia trees, sixteen-year old limes, twelve-year old 
poplars, birches, and so on, which can be transported with clods of 
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earth round the roots. I shall also have vines, which are brought in 
baskets and will produce grapes this year. Yes, civilization is a wonder- 
ful thin g ! It is true that today the ground is as bare as the palm of one's 
hand, but by May there will be an amazing transformation. I must 
acquire another two acres of land in the vicinity for kitchen gardens, 
fruit trees, and so on, for which I need thirty thousand francs, but this 
sum I propose to earn during the winter. 

The house is steep and narrow like the perch in a parrot's cage, three 
Storys high with one mam room on each floor On the ground floor are 
my dining-room and salon, on the first floor my bedroom and dressing- 
room, on the second floor my study, where I am writing this letter to 
you in the middle of the night. A staircase almost like a ladder leads 
from one story to the next. Right round the house runs a covered 
gallery, along which one can walk, reaching up to the first floor and 
supported on brick pilasters. The whole of this little pavilion, which 
has an Italian air about it, is painted in brick color, the corners are of 
hewn stone, and the annex containing the well of the staircase is red. 
There is just room for me in this house of mine. Sixty paces to the rear, 
in the direction of the park of Saint-Cloud, is an outbuilding with 
kitchen, servants’ quarters, and larder, etc., on the first floor, together 
with stable, coach-house, harness room, bath, wooden shed, etc. On the 
first floor there is a large apartment which might, if necessary, be let, 
and on the second floor there are bedrooms for the servants and a guest- 
room for friends I have a spring of water at my disposal which is as 
good as the celebrated spring of Ville-d'Avray, since it is fed from the 
same underground pool, and my property is surrounded on all sides by 
pleasant walks. None of the rooms is furnished as yet, but I shall grad- 
ually transfer ail my possessions from Paris. . . . Here I shall remain 
until I have made my fortune. I already find it so much to my liking 
that I believe I shall one day settle down here to end my days in peace 
as soon as I have enough money on which to retire. Then I shall bid 
farewell to all my aspirations and ambitious plans, without beating of 
drums and without fanfares,” 

This was Balzac’s description of his new home. His friends and 
visitors have given a different account, and in their reports we can dis- 
cern without exception the difficulty they had in suppressing a desire to 
laugh. Even those with whom he was most intimate and who wished 
him nothing but well were hard put to it to remain completely serious 
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when he expatiated with his usual persuasive and exuberant elo- 
quence on the splendors of his estate. The little house, which antici- 
pated in a remarkable way the architectural ideas of Le Corbusier and 
his school, bore an odd resemblance to an empty birdcage. In the 
garden, which Balzac had transformed in his dreams into a paradise, 
a few scattered fruit trees raised their meager branches to the sky, 
and not a single blade of grass had yet pushed its way through the 
clayey soil. October arrived, and then November, and a noisy swarm 
of workmen were still busily engaged about the grounds, since not a 
day passed without Balzac thinking out some further embellishment 
He was either planning to erect glasshouses for his pineapples, which 
he intended to sell at a dizzy profit in Paris, or to plant Tokay grapes 
which would produce a wine of hitherto unknown fieriness, or to put 
up a stone gate, with Les ]arches engraved on it in mighty letters, 
from which a green arcade would lead to the front door. 

At the same time he was supervising the fittings in the neighboring 
cottage for the Contessa, who after a short interval followed her lover 
to the allegedly quiet hillside on which he had built his country 
retreat. None of the bills had yet been paid and there was nothing 
growing in this Garden of Eden except the interest on the mortgages. 
Then the series of catastrophes began. 

In his enthusiasm at the beautiful view, and absorbed as he was in 
his vision of blossoming orchards and arbors covered with lusty vines, 
he had omitted to engage an expert to survey the ground, which con- 
sisted of soft, slippery clay. One morning he was awakened by a 
thunderous reverberation that brought him rushing to the window. 
The sky was clear, without a trace of menacing cloud as far as the 
eye could reach It was not the crash of thunder that had roused him 
from sleep, but the collapse of his expensive retaining wall. Balzac 
was in despair and wrote to Zulma: 

"To you, sister of my soul, I can confide my innermost secrets. Here I 
am ct'rHng in the midst of the most wretched misery. The wails of Les 
Jardies have given way. It is the architect’s fault, because he did not lay 
proper foundations, but though he is to blame it all falls back on me. 
The man doesn’t possess a sou, though I paid him eight thousand francs 
on account” 
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The walls round Balzac’s estate were indispensable to him. They 
were a symbol of his isolation from the world and confirmed his 
consciousness of owning the ground he stood on The workmen had 
to be re call ed to erect them anew, but after a few more days and a 
few more rainy nights he was again awakened by the rumble of 
thunder. The soft ground had once more given way and once more 
the walls had collapsed. This time the situation was aggravated, for 
the stony avalanche had rolled down over the fields of a neighbor 
who complained vociferously and threatened to bring action Qui 
terre a, guerre a — he who owns land has a war on his hands. This is 
the theme of Balzac’s novel, Les paysans, and as in the case of the 
Illusions perdues he had the same intimate personal experience of 
the subject about which he was writing He had, moreover, to suffer 
the malicious glee of the whole of Paris. Every newspaper printed 
anecdotes, more or less veracious, about Balzac’s house It was even 
said that he had forgotten to put in a staircase. Those who went out 
to view the scene came back and reported with great delight how 
they had had to clamber over the- rubble at the risk of their lives, and 
their stories proliferated far more luxuriantly than did the trees and 
flowers in Balzac’s garden. 

Balzac retired into stricter seclusion and ceased to invite guests to 
visit him, but to no avail. His old friends the bailiffs and other 
minions of the law were not deterred by the rocky approach from 
climbing the hill and providing him with a little more room in his 
cramped dwelling by the removal of his most valuable articles of 
furniture. In his rural retreat, where he had looked forward to devot- 
ing himself to his work and the beauties of the landscape, the old 
game began again. Whenever it was reported from his lookout post 
that a suspicious stranger had been spied in the vicinity, he moved 
his valuables over to the Contessa’s cottage. When the coast was 
clear once more, and the disappointed hmssier had departed after 
finding the "parrot’s cage” unfurnished except for a writing-table, an 
iron bedstead, and a few worthless sticks, Balzac’s treasures were 
cheerfully returned to their accustomed place. 

For some months he succeeded by this means in putting a spoke 
in his creditors’ wheel. It was a proceeding in which he took a naive 
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pleasure, his attempts to outwit them being the only amusement he 
managed to extract from the lifelong struggle Eventually, however, 
he found himself up against a real Gobseck, who had perhaps 
learned from Balzac's own novels how to get the better of fraudulent 
debtors. To the joy of all the scandalmongers of Pans he brought an 
action not against Balzac, or even against his mistress, but against 
the innocent cuckold, Count Guidobom-Visconti. The Count was 
charged with 

"having, on the one hand, brought part of the chattels of Monsieur de 
Balzac into a place of concealment, and having, on the other hand, been 
concerned in the removal of the aforesaid chattels from the property 
known as Les Jardzes. Furthermore he has of his own deliberate intent 
been a party to the act of depriving the creditors of Monsieur de Balzac 
of objects of considerable value which represented the security for their 
claims, thereby causing them loss which he must make good.” 

This was the end of Balzac's dream. His "humble cottage" had 
cost him a hundred thousand francs, which was more than he would 
have had to pay for a house in the Champs Elysees. The Contessa had 
also had enough. Her relations with Balzac could no longer stand the 
strain of his continual financial embarrassments, and she shook the 
dust of Les Jardzes from her shoes. Balzac did not know which way 
to turn, yet he could not reconcile himself to the entire abandonment 
of his illusion. In an effort to cling to his vain ambition to be a 
landed proprietor he tried once more the subterfuge of a fictitious 
sale at the price of fifteen thousand francs m the hope of being able 
to return in triumph later on, but this too was unsuccessful. Once 
more he was compelled to search for a new place of refuge, and his 
choice fell upon a house in the rue de Passy This is the only one of 
his numerous dwelling-places which has survived and which we can 
still visit today and honor as " la maison de Balzac ” 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Speculations in the Theater 


c VERYTHING has changed for the worse — both my work 
1 i and my debts.” In this pithy sentence Balzac summed up 
8 * the situation in which he found himself at the age of forty. 

The three years he had spent at Les Jardies had been ab- 
sorbed in a desperate but fruitless endeavor to meet the commitments 
in which his building venture had involved him. Never had he 
worked more feverishly, yet he had to admit in the end that even 
five novels a year would not suffice to cancel his six-figure indebted- 
ness. It was in vain that he drew from their pigeonholes all the works 
he had once begun and left unfinished. He even botched together a 
collection of Napoleon’s maxims for a worthy master craftsman who 
was anxious to obtain the Legion of Honor, presenting us with a 
pathetic picture of Balzac at the height of his fame lending his pen 
anonymously to satisfy a stranger’s petty vanity and earn a small fee. 
Sums such as he required could not be earned in a normal way. A 
miraculous windfall was needed, and since the mines of Sardinia had 
refused to yield up their silver to him he turned to another source 
from which he hoped to derive adequate quantities of the precious 
metal, namely, the theater. 

It was only under extreme constraint, and very much against his 
will, that Balzac forced himself to write for the stage. He was quite 
well aware that it was his mission to complete the cycle of the 
Comedie humaine and that he had no business turning out comedies. 
His instinct warned him that his gifts could never find their full 
expression in dramatic form. His novels are characterized by the 
gradual chemical transmutations of character and its relation to its 
milieu, not by the dramatic representation of striking scenes. When 

2 86 
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he wrote it was like a torrent pouring from his pen; he needed the 
amplitude of space, and it is not merely accidental that every attempt 
to adapt his novels for the stage has proved a failure. The artificial 
limits of a stage setting make his characters appear unnatural, since 
there is no scope for the delicate play of nuance or the logic of im- 
perceptible change. 

Yet by an effort of concentrated will-power, and with the expendi- 
ture of all the energy that lay within him, it is probable that Balzac’s 
genius could have acquired the same mastery of dramatic te chni que 
as he revealed in the novel. Such concentration and single-minded 
devotion to the theater had no part in his plan. His whilom dream of 
becoming a new Racine or Corneille had long since vanished into 
limbo. For the moment he regarded the theater merely as a means of 
making easy money. It was a cool and deliberate calculation to which 
he attached no more artistic value than he had to his scheme for 
growing pineapples or his dabbling in railway shares. With raim 
cynicism he had written to Zulma Carraud before setting off on his 
journey to Sardinia: "If I should fail in my present undertaking I 
shall throw myself body and soul into the theater.” 

It was nothing more for him than a “last resort,” from which he 
hoped for a "more lucrative yield” than he could obtain from his 
books. He had worked out the possibility of a successful play bring- 
ing him in anything from one hundred to two hundred thousand 
francs, and though of course there was no guarantee of his being 
able to reap such a harvest at the first attempt, if he turned out a 
dozen or more pieces a year it could be reckoned as a mathematical 
certainty that in the long run he could not help drawing a winner. 

This cold-blooded way of computing the hazards is evidence 
enough of the lack of seriousness with which Balzac set out to con- 
quer the theater. It was his intention to fling his plays on to the stage 
with the easy gesture of a man throwing a louts d’or on the roulette 
table. It was not merit but chance that would decide the issue His 
plan of action was simple and unambiguous. The first and most 
important step, the one that would make the most strenuous demand 
upon his eloquence and ingenuity, would be to find a theatrical 
manager with whom he could conclude the most favorable contract 
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and who would be prepared to pay him the largest advance. Once 
this was accomplished there would remain only the trifling matter of 
delivering the completed drama on the stipulated date — mere child’s 
play compared with the Herculean task of extracting a suitable ad- 
vance from a reluctant manager. Balzac had no lack of ideas, and in the 
drawers of his writing-table there still lay a dozen or so of his youth- 
ful efforts. He would have to employ a “ghost” to do a little literary 
hackwork for him, some young fellow who would do the job cheaply. 
All that would be necessary would be to expound the plot to his 
collaborator and then spend a night or two injecting the requisite 
brio and applying the requisite polish. Thus, without devoting more 
than three or four days to each play, he could comfortably turn out a 
score or so m a year with his left hand, while his right was engaged 
in the work that really mattered — the writing of novels that were as 
ardently conceived as they were carefully planned. 

★ ★ ★ 

Balzac took so lighthearted a view of the requirements of the 
theater, despite the huge royalties he expected to enjoy, that he did 
not even take the trouble to look for a collaborator who was versed 
in the technique of the stage. He took the first available drudge that 
crossed his path, a down-at-the-heel Bohemian named Charles Las- 
saiily, who had never had any connection with the theater and whose 
talent remained concealed from even the most benevolent critics. No 
one knows where he picked up this poor little neurotic, who looked 
like a walking caricature with his dolorous visage, enormous nose, 
and a bushy mane that flowed down over his shoulders with a roman- 
tic, melancholy air. He may have met him in the street or in a cafe. 
At any rate he did not stop to inquire into his qualifications, but 
dragged his bewildered victim without more ado to stay with him at 
Les Jardies t so determined was he to begin that very day on the 
composition of a tragedy. The sequel was a piece of buffoonery such 
as even Balzac never surpassed. 

The wretched Lassailiy had not the faintest notion what Balzac 
wanted of him as he accompanied his persuasive companion out to 
Ville-d’Avray. His mind was completely blank of ideas so far as the 
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theater was concerned, nor had he any conception of the way in which 
to set about writing a play Though Balzac bombarded him on the 
way with a constant drum-fire of plans and projects, his first step on 
reaching home was to provide his future collaborator with a hearty 
meal. Balzac’s normal dinner hour was five o’clock The table was 
amply spread, and the melancholy guest was plied with wines such 
as he had never tasted before in his life. He expanded visibly under 
the warmth of this reception, and by the end of the repast he may 
actually have been in a condition to offer his host inspiring advice, 
but to his surprise Balzac rose from the table at six o’clock and 
ordered him to go to bed. 

Lassailly, whose day began only when the sun had set and who had 
probably never gone to bed at six o’clock since his childhood, did 
not dare to protest He allowed himself to be conducted to his room, 
meekly undressed, got between the sheets, and, thanks to the wine of 
which he had partaken so copiously, was soon sleeping soundly. 

When his slumbers were at their deepest, at the hour of midnight, 
he was shaken rudely by the shoulder and started up in alarm to see 
Balzac standing at his bedside like a ghost, dressed in his white robe. 
He was commanded to get up forthwith, since it was time to start 
work. 

Poor Lassailly, unaccustomed to Balzac’s reversal of night and day, 
collected his wits with a sigh. He had not the courage to oppose his 
will to that of his new master, who had provided him with a seat at 
his board, and until six o’clock in the morning, sleepy-eyed as he was 
and with his mind in confusion, he listened to Balzac s exposition of 
the play he was commissioned to write. Then Balzac permitted him 
to go back to bed. During the day, while Balzac was working on his 
current novel, Lassailly was to draft the first scenes, and at night he 
was to submit the text for joint revision. 

When midnight came round again, Lassailly was in a state of 
trepidation. While waiting for this ludicrous hour to approach he 
had slept badly, and his work had of course suffered even more than 
his desire for slumber. The lamentable draft which he brought to 
the conference table was rejected at the nocturnal session and he was 
given fresh directives. For another two or three days he racked his 



2p0 B AL2AC 

exhausted brain. Balzac's good food no longer had any savor for the 
wretched slave; from six o'clock until midnight he lay awake dread- 
ing the ensuing discussion; and one night, when Balzac came to 
rouse him, he found him gone. On the table was a letter: 

"I am obliged to renounce the work which you have been so extremely 
kind as to entrust to me. I have passed the night without being able 
to think of anything worthy of being put to paper in fulfillment of 
the dramatic demands of your plan. I have not dared to tell you this 
in person, but it is useless for me to continue eating your bread. I am, 
however, in despair that my sterility of mind should thus have frustrated 
the willing hope I had cherished of being able to extract myself from 
my present difficulties by an unexpected stroke of good fortune. . . ” 

This desertion was so sudden that Balzac had no time to look round 
for another collaborator, and in order to collect the advance payment 
of six thousand francs which had been promised him by the Theatre 
de la Renaissance , he had to finish the play himself. While he was 
working on the last act of La premiere demoiselle, or as it was to be 
called later, Uecole des menages , no less than twenty compositors 
were engaged in setting up the first act in type so that he could get his 
contract signed as quickly as possible. In a few days he was ready to 
hand over the finished article. But he now discovered that his fame 
as a novelist carried no weight with theatrical managers, whose minds 
were dominated by their box-office returns. The director of the 
Theatre de la Renaissance flatly refused to accept his play, and an- 
other of Balzac's dreams of easy money was dispersed by the cold 
breath of reality. He had merely added a further chapter to the story 
of his own illusions perdues. 

Another man would have felt humiliated, or at least would have 
had his enthusiasm damped, but Balzac's failures only had the effect 
of causing him to redouble his efforts. Had not the same thing hap- 
pened in the case of his novels? Did they not rebuff him at first and 
do their best to discourage him? His superstitious nature even saw in 
this initial setback a guarantee of future success. He had written to the 
Contessa, "My career in the theater will follow the same course as my 
literary career has done. My first work will be rejected/' So he must try 
again! He must see what could be done in the way of a fresh contract! 
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In view of Balzac’s incorrigible method of dramatizing conversa- 
tion and calling the result a play, there was little prospect that his 
new drama would be any better, but his new contract certainly was 
very much better. Drawing the logical conclusions from his first 
experience, he determined not to expose himself again to the humil- 
iation of having his play rejected, and Harel, the director of the 
Theatre Porte Saint-Martin, agreed to accept and produce it even 
before he had seen the script. By a lucky chance Balzac had learned 
that Harel was urgently in need of a play that would draw the public 
and that he was in a hurry, so he proposed a dramatization of his 
Vautrm. Harel kindled with enthusiasm. Thanks to Pete Goriot and 
the Illusions perdues , Vautrin had become such a popular figure that 
his appearance on the stage, particularly if the role were taken by 
Frederic Lemaitre, was bound to create a sensation. The contract was 
duly signed and each of the two parties hugged to himself the illu- 
sion that the money would soon come rolling in. 

This time Balzac took more pains. In order to keep an eye on 
Harel he left Les Jardies for a few weeks and went to live at the 
house of his tailor, Buisson, in the me de Richelieu, which was only 
a few minutes away from the theater. It was his intention to be pres- 
ent at all the rehearsals and to prepare the way for the great triumph 
that was to come. He began to work on the press, inaugurated a vast 
publicity campaign, and discussed their parts with the actors. Every 
day he could be seen in his working coat and wide, badly-cut trousers, 
hatless and with the leather tongues hanging out of his shoes, pant- 
ing across to the theater to talk over some specially effective scene 
with the cast or to reserve seats at the box-office for his various ac- 
quaintances, for he insisted from the very start that the whole social 
and intellectual elite of Paris must attend the first performance. Amid 
all this hurly-burly there was one trifling matter that appears to have 
slipped his mind. He had forgotten to write the play. The manager 
had been given a general synopsis of the plot, each of the actors had 
been instructed in his part, everything was ready for the first rehearsal, 
but Harel was still waiting for the book and the actors for their 
scripts. In twenty-four hours, promised Balzac, their needs would be 
supplied; all was ready and tomorrow rehearsals could begin. 
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Theophile Gautier, one of his few contemporaries whose accounts 
are non suspect on the score of exaggeration, has described for us the 
way m which Balzac proceeded to put into effect his promise to 
produce a five-act play m the space of twenty-four hours. He invited 
four or five reliable friends, whom he had selected for his opera- 
tional staff, to assemble for an urgent conference at his lodging in 
the house of Monsieur Buisson Theophile Gautier was the last to 
appear, and he was greeted with a cheerful laugh by his white- 
garbed host who had been pacing impatiently up and down the room 
like a caged lion: 

"Ah, here you are, Theo T You lazy fellow ? Late as ever, sleepyhead * Get 
a move on now 1 You ought to have been here an hour ago Eve got to 
read a five-act play to Hard tomorrow morning." 

There then followed the entertaining spectacle which Gautier has 
recounted in his Portraits: 

"So you want to ask my opinion?” I inquired, settling down com- 
fortably in an armchair to listen to a lengthy reading. 

Balzac guessed my thoughts from my attitude of ease and replied with 
an air of innocence, "The play isn’t written yet ” 

"The deuce!” I exclaimed. "Then the reading will have to be post- 
poned for six weeks.” 

"Oh no f We are going to polish it off at once and collect the cash. I 
have a pressing obligation to meet and can’t wait.” 

"But you can’t turn out a play by tomorrow ! There isn’t even time to 
have it copied.” 

"This is how I am going to do it. You will write one act, Ourliac an- 
other, Laurent-Jan will compose the third act, De Belloy the fourth, I 
myself will be responsible for the fifth, and tomorrow at midday I shall 
read the whole play to Hard as arranged. Each act of a drama doesn’t 
contain more than four or five hundred lines and one can turn out five 
hundred lines of dialogue in a day and a night.” 

"Let me have the subject, give me an idea of the way you want the 
plot to develop, describe the characters as concisely as you can, and I 
will set to work,” I replied with a certain bewilderment. 

"Oh f ” he cried, with a magnificent disdain and a superb air of being 
overwhelmed by such a request, "If I’ve got to tell you the plot we sh d } 
never be finished in time!” 
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It had not occurred to me that I was being indiscreet in asking what the 
play was about, but Balzac regarded it as mere idle curiosity. 

With great difficulty I managed to extract from him a brief indication 
of the theme, and then sat down to diaft out a scenario of which no more 
than a few words survived in the final version As can well be imagined, 
the play was not read to Harel on the following day I do not know how 
the other collaborators got on, but the only one who had a serious finger 
in the pie was Laurent- Jan, to whom the play is dedicated. 

After this prologue one can figure out for oneself what the play 
was like. It is hardly probable that the French stage in the past 
hundred years had ever seen such a miserable piece of patchwork as 
Balzac’s Vautrm, which Harel had advertised in advance as a master- 
piece. Despite the fact that its hopeful author had bought up half the 
seats in the theater, the first three acts were received in icy, and even 
embarrassed, silence. His real friends experienced the same feeling of 
discomfort at seeing his name linked with such an appalling exhibi- 
tion of ineptitude as we ourselves do today when we find this ridic- 
ulous aberration of a great literary genius printed in the collected 
edition of his works. During the fourth act the storm broke. For the 
appearance of Vautrin as a Mexican general Frederic Lemaitre had 
chosen a wig which resembled suspiciously the style of hairdressing 
affected by Louis Philippe, and some Royalists in the audience began 
to whistle their disapproval, while the Prince d’Orleans ostentatiously 
left his box. The performance ended in a scene of wild disorder. 

On the following day the King banned the play from the stage. 
To forestall Balzac’s protests the Ministry of Fine Arts privately 
offered him the sum of five thousand francs as compensation, but he 
proudly rejected it so that he might at least salvage some sort of 
moral triumph from the wreck. Yet even a catastrophe of these 
dimensions could not teach him to mend his ways. He tried his luck 
four more times. Les ressources de Quinola and Pamela Giraud, 
though both were of slightly better quality, were also failures, and 
so was La maratre. Le faiseur, the only play that was not entirely 
unworthy of his genius, was not produced until after his death. He 
thought sadly of the wise advice given him by the witty poet Heme, 
whom he met one day on the boulevard before the first and only 
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performance of Vautrin. Heine recommended him to confine himself 
to the writing of novels: 

“Yon must be careful! A man who is used to serving his sentence at 

Brest cannot get accustomed to Toulon. Stick to the jail you know.” 

The building of Les Jardies , the Sardinian silver mines, and the 
fabrication of plays were three great manifestations of folly that 
prove Balzac to have been no less simple and incorrigible in mun- 
dane matters at the age of forty than he had been ten and twenty 
years before. His extravagances had in truth taken on more fantastic 
proportions. He seemed to have become possessed of an even more 
impulsive urge to buffoonery. Yet it is not fitting that we, who can 
see him in the perspective afforded by the intervening years, should 
follow his disrespectful contemporaries in stressing his tendency to 
blind exuberance at the expense of the essential lucidity of mind 
which enabled him to produce his creative work. 

During the years when the newspapers were reveling in spicy 
anecdotes about his schemes and misadventures at Les Jardies , when 
critics, journalists, and public were gloating over his failures in the 
theater, he continued to work unwearyingly at the Comedie humaine . 
His attempt to establish his own journal, his speculation in real 
estate, his involvement in harassing lawsuits, did not prevent him 
from devoting his brain and his pen with unshakable tenacity to a 
world which to him was very real. While the workmen were ham- 
mering away and the walls round his house were collapsing, he com- 
pleted the grandiose second part of Illusions perdues and worked 
simultaneously on the continuation of his Splendeurs et miser es des 
courtisanes as well as on Le cabinet des antiques and the ambitiously 
planned but not wholly successful novel, Beatrix . He wrote two such 
perfect works as the political novel Une tenebreuse affaire and the 
realistic La rabouilleuse; Memoires de deux jeunes mariees; the 
musical short story, a masterpiece of its kind, Massimilla Doni; La 
fausse mdtresse; Ursula Mirouet; Z . Marcos; Pierrette; Une file 
d’Eve; Les secrets de la princesse de Cadignan; La muse du departe - 
ment; Le martyr calviniste and Pierre Grassou . In addition he pub- 
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lished a dozen essays, prepared preliminary sketches for Le cure de 
village , and drafted fragments of P elites wishes de la vie conjugate. 

Once again during four stormy years his literary output would have 
sufficed both in volume and value for the lifelong achievement of 
any other writer. No hint of the external confusion in which his life 
was steeped succeeded in penetrating his creative waking dream. No 
sign of his much derided temperamental eccentricities is to be found 
in the writings which, while he was engaged upon them, absorbed 
him to the exclusion of everything else. Many of them surpass all his 
previous stories in the compactness of their style, the subduing of the 
slovenly verbosity in which he was otherwise wont to indulge. It is as 
if his secret bitterness at the disappointments and failures which had 
fallen to his lot had slowly absorbed and neutralized the mawkish 
sentimentality that in his earlier writings betrayed the artificially 
romantic taste of the age. The more he progressed in the hard school 
of life, the more realistic did his work become. With increasingly 
keen and mistrustful insight he penetrated to the heart of the social 
organism, and his understanding of the interwoven elements which 
hold society together grew more and more prophetic. At the age of 
forty Balzac was closer to the world of today than he had been at 
thirty. The ten years between had brought him a hundred years 
nearer. 

Titanic as his literary achievements were during this period, they 
by no means exhausted his resilient energy. Immersed in Ms work 
though he was, yet he looked out into the world from behind Ms 
drawn curtains with watchful eyes and was tempted more than once 
to try his strength against the stubborn facts with which he would 
there be faced. In Paris a few writers had at last made an attempt to 
unite for the purpose of protecting their professional interests and 
had founded an impotent little association, the Societe des Gens de 
Leftres , whose members occasionally gathered round a table and 
passed resolutions which they were too indolent to follow up, and 
which were in consequence allowed to collect dust in the file- 
cupboards of the Ministries. Balzac was the first to realize that 
writers, if they were really united and conscious of their mission, 
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could represent a power in the land, and with his usual impetuosity 
he sought to transform this feeble organization into an effective 
weapon for the preservation of the rights of authorship. 

Balzac was at his best when he was inspired by wrath, and he had 
good personal grounds for being wrathful. Every book he wrote was 
pirated m Belgium before the print was dry, and the Belgian pub- 
lishers, who never offered him a sou out of their profits, flooded 
every foreign country in Europe with editions which they could sell 
more cheaply than the authorized ones since there were no author’s 
fees to pay and they were turned out in the most slovenly manner. 
Balzac did not pursue the matter as a personal grievance, however. 
He was concerned with the honor and status of his profession, and 
he drafted a Code htteratre de la Soaete des Gens de Lettres which, 
in the republic of letters, is a document of historical importance on 
a par with the Declaration of Human Rights in the republic of 
France and the Declaration of Independence in the United States. 
He delivered lectures at Rouen and tried repeatedly to organize his 
fellow-authors for joint action, but his efforts were doomed to failure. 
The opposition and petty wrangling with which he had to contend 
proved too strong for him, and he withdrew from an association that 
was not big enough for his ideas or active enough for his forceful 
temperament. 

His ability to influence his generation was tested again in his 
championship of the obscure notary Peytel, and again it was found 
wanting. Peytel had been condemned to the guillotine for the murder 
of his wife and his manservant, and m all probability he had been 
justly sentenced. After having passed through continual financial 
difficulties, Peytel, who had formerly been a journalist, eventually 
married a squinting but well-to-do creole woman whose previous life 
was the subject of unpleasant rumors. The manservant in her parents’ 
home was said to have been her lover, and she brought him with her 
when she married Peytel One night she and this man were murdered 
on their way back from a neighboring village. Peytel, who was sub- 
mitted to a keen interrogation, was forced to confess that he had 
killed the manservant, and for this alone he might have got off 
lightly. But the jury were unanimously of the opinion that he had 
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taken advantage of the favorable opportunity only in order to rid him- 
self of his wife, so that he might inherit her fortune. 

Balzac had been well acquainted with Peytei some years previously 
when they were colleagues on the journal, Le Voleur, and he was 
interested in the case from its psychological aspect Perhaps he was 
also tempted by the thought of continuing the tradition established 
by Voltaire in the Calas affair, a tradition which was later to be 
carried on so magnificently by Zola in the Dreyfus case — the French 
writer as the champion of the rights of the citizen, the defender of 
the innocently accused. Pushing his work to one side, he traveled 
with Gavarm to Belley for an interview with the condemned man, 
and his easily kindled imagination soon convinced him that Peytei 
had fired the fatal shots in self-defense, hitting the woman by acci- 
dent as she fled in the darkness. He immediately sat down and drew 
up a memorial for the Court of Appeal, a masterpiece of juridical 
acumen and forensic logic. Unfortunately the Court of Appeal de- 
clined to take cognizance of any document submitted from an un- 
official source and considered only the plea of nullity put in by the 
defending attorney. This too was rejected, as was the petition for 
mercy presented to the King. Balzac, who had spared neither time, 
money, nor energy on behalf of a man whom he regarded as innocent, 
once more suffered defeat, and Peytei was executed. 

He was to receiye yet a further warning to stick to his last. Four 
years had been sufficient to erase from his mind the catastrophe of 
the Chromque de Pans and the money he had lost on the venture. 
And in the long run he was unable to suppress his keen desire to 
speak directly to his compatriots, to proclaim to them his literary, 
social, and political ideas. He knew that the editors and publishers 
of the Pans journals would not allow him to write freely. He had 
offended them by his independent attitude, and any attempt to put 
forward his views in the organs which they controlled would either 
be passed over in silence or mutilated beyond recognition. If he were 
not to be suffocated by his surfeit of ideas, it was essential that he 
provide himself from time to time with his own mouthpiece. 

This time he called it La Revue Parisienne, and he was convinced 
that it would be successful since he intended to write practically the 
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whole of the contents himself. Paris and the world could not refuse 
to listen when Honore de Balzac, the only free, independent thmker 
and politician in France, commented on affairs week by week, when 
Honore de Balzac in person reviewed all the new and important 
books and plays, when Honore de Balzac, the first novelist in Europe, 
published his stories in his own journal. That was the only road to 
success. Nothing must be left to others. He took upon himself the 
work of five men, not only combining the functions of editor and 
editorial staff, but even looking after the financial side. He read the 
proofs, negotiated with the printers, spurred on the compositors, 
supervised the distribution, sweated up and downstairs from morning 
till night between the composing-room and his office, or sat in his 
shirtsleeves at a dirty table amid a hubbub of noise busily engaged in 
dashing off an article while at the same time issuing orders to his 
underlings. For three months he worked in this way, writing enough 
to fill three or four normal volumes, but soon he was again one 
illusion the poorer. Neither Paris nor the outside world manifested 
any particular curiosity as to what Honore de Balzac thought of the 
political situation, while his literary, philosophical, and social views 
were received with nonchalance. After three months he quitted the 
editorial chair and once more there was nothing to show for a vast 
expenditure of effort. 

* * * 

Yet his exertions had not been entirely fruitless. If the Revue 
Pamienne had printed nothing during its short existence but Balzac's 
essay on Stendhal's La chartreuse de Parme s it would have deserved 
its niche in the annals of French literature. Never were Balzac's 
essential generosity and amazing artistic insight more superbly re- 
vealed than in this enthusiastically laudatory notice of a completely 
unknown book by a completely unknown author. World literature has 
few instances to offer of such an intuitive feeling of comradeship. To 
estimate at its true value the magnanimous spontaneity with which 
Balzac freely and of his own will awarded the palm to his greatest 
rival in the field of the novel and, many decades in advance of his age, 
tried to win for him the recognition which he merited, we must com- 
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pare the relative standing of the two men in the eyes of their con- 
temporaries. Balzac s fame had long since spread from one end of 
Europe to the other, while Stendhal was still so utterly disregarded 
that when he died his obituaries, in so far as any appeared at all, 
referred to him as "Stenhal” and his real name was given as "Bayle.” 
He was never included in the ranks of French writers. The journals 
filled their pages with praise or criticism of such authors as Alphonse 
Karr, Jules Janin, Bandeau, Paul de Kock, and other industrious 
scribblers whose works are now forgotten but which in their time sold 
in tens of thousands of copies. The sum total of the sales of Stendhal’s 
V amour amounted to twenty-two copies, so that he himself mock- 
ingly dubbed it "a sacred book” since nobody dared to touch it Le 
rouge et le noir did not reach a second edition during his lifetime. 

The professional critics ignored him. When Le rouge et le noir 
was first published Sainte-Beuve did not think it worth a notice, and 
when he gave it one later on he was rather disdainful. "His charac- 
ters,” he said, "are not alive; they are ingeniously constructed auto- 
mata.” The Gazette de France commented "Monsieur de Stendhal 
is not a fool, though he writes foolish books.” Goethe’s praise in Ms 
conversations with Eckermann did not attract attention until long 
after Stendhal’s death. Balzac, however, realized even from the early 
volumes the particular quality of Stendhal’s intelligence and his 
mastery of psychology, and he utilized every opportunity that came 
his way to pay reverence to a man who wrote books only for Ms own 
amusement and published them without entertaining ambitious hopes 
for their success. In the Comedie humaine Balzac mentioned the 
crystallization process in love wHch Stendhal was the first to describe, 
and referred to the latter’s Italian travel books. Stendhal was too 
modest to approach his famous colleague on the basis of these 
friendly indications. He did not even send him his new publications, 
but fortunately his loyal friend Raymond Colomb drew Balzac’s at- 
tention to them, begging Mm at the same time to espouse the cause 
of tins author whom the critics had failed to appreciate. Balzac 
replied at once, on the 20th of March, 1839: 

"I had already read in the Constitutionnel an extract from La chartreuse 

wMch caused me to commit the sin of being envious. Yes, I was assailed 
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by a fit of jealousy on reading that superb and accurate account of a 
battle such as I had dreamed of for my Scenes de la vie mihtaire, the 
most difficult thing I have ever undertaken. I was ravished, chagrined, 
enchanted, driven to despair by the morsel ... You may count on me 
to tell you sincerely what I think of it The fragment has roused my 
expectations and is going to make me exacting m my demands. . . 

A smaller mind would have been vexed at finding that the chief 
scene in his forthcoming novel, the description of a Napoleonic 
battle, had already been portrayed with consummate skill by another 
writer For ten years Balzac had been turning over in his thoughts 
the plan of La batadle Instead of the traditional heroic and senti- 
mental picture, he wanted to present a realistic account that would 
be true to historical fact, authentic in its details, and imbued with 
the spirit of actuality. Now he was too late, for Stendhal had antic- 
ipated him. An artist whose mind is stored with riches, and whose 
inventive genius is inexhaustible, can afford to be generous. With a 
hundred themes still to be worked out and embodied in books, 
Balzac was not upset because one of his contemporaries had produced 
a masterpiece that he himself had set his heart on writing. He there- 
fore did not stint his praise of La chartreuse de Parme , which he 
called ff le chef-d’oeuvre de la Literature d idee”: 

"This great work could have been conceived and executed only by a 
man of fifty in all the vigor of his years and the maturity of his talents.” 

His masterly analysis of the inward action, with its recognition of 
Stendhal's profound understanding of the Italian spirit in all its 
forms and variants, has not been surpassed by any critic who has 
written on the subject since. 

Stendhal was astonished and startled when Balzac's essay broke in 
upon his solitude at Civitavecchia, where he was employed as consul. 
At first he could not believe his eyes. Hitherto his work had met with 
nothing but paltry comment, but this was the voice of a man whom 
he respected Balzac was greeting him as a fellow-author of his own 
rank, and the letter which Stendhal wrote in acknowledgment be- 
trayed a sense of bewilderment that he tried in vain to subdue. He 
began; 
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"1 received a great surprise yesterday evening, Monsieur I do not think 
anyone has ever before had his work discussed m such a way in the 
pages of a review, and moreover by the best judge in the matter You 
have had compassion on an orphan who had been cast out into the 
streets/' 

He then expressed his gratitude for "an astonishing article such as 
no writer has ever received from another/' 

With an artistic insight equaling that of Balzac himself, he ac- 
cepted the fraternal hand that was held out to him. He knew that 
they were both writing for a later age than their own: 

"When we are dead we shall exchange roles with these others. So long 
as we are alive they possess absolute power over our mortal bodies, but 
after that they will be wrapped for evei in oblivion/' 

Thanks to some mysterious affinity of substance, mind was calling to 
mind, and above the noise and turmoil of the ephemeral literature of 
the day these two immortals looked one another tranquilly in the eye, 
assured in their own hearts that they stood apart Rarely had Balzac's 
intuition been more superbly demonstrated than when, from the 
thousands of books that were being published, he chose one of the 
most disregarded of them all for special praise. Yet his championship 
of Stendhal awakened no echo among his contemporaries. It was 
ignored by the literary pundits of the day as his argument in defense 
of Peytel had been rejected by the legal courts of appeal. His flaming 
plea was made in vain, in so far as any great moral deed, whether 
crowned with success or not, can ever be said to have been performed 
in vain. 

*k 

In vain! In vain! Too often had Balzac uttered these words to 
himself, and all too often had he experienced their truth. At the age 
of forty-two his restless brain had produced a hundred books and 
created some two thousand characters, among them many that will 
remain imperishable. He had constructed a whole world out of his 
own mind, but the world in which he lived had given him nothing in 
return. At the age of forty-two he was poorer than ever before. In 
the me Lesdiguieres he had at least been rich in illusions, but now 
even these had been dispersed and his labors had brought him noth- 
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ing but debts. He had built himself a house, and it had been taken 
from him in distraint. He had founded reviews and they had defied 
his efforts to keep them afloat. His business ventures had failed, his 
attempt to launch into politics had been frustrated by unsympathetic 
electors, his candidature for the Academy had been rejected. Every- 
thing he had undertaken had been in vain, or appeared to have been 
in vain. Would his physical resistance, his overexcited brain and 
unduly strained heart, be equal in the long run to the almost intol- 
erable burden? Would he still possess the strength to complete the 
Comedie humdne? Would he again be able to afford a period of rest, 
when like other people he could travel and be free from care? For 
the first time in his life Balzac was assailed by momentary fits of 
discouragement, and he seriously entertained the idea of quitting 
Paris, France, and Europe. He thought of settling in Brazil, where 
there was an Emperor called Dom Pedro who might rescue him and 
offer him a home. He procured books about Brazil, turned the matter 
over in his mind, and dreamed of the future. Things could not con- 
tinue as they had done, of that he felt convinced. Some miracle 
would occur to relieve him of his fruitless labors. He would be freed 
overnight from his life of servitude, delivered from a strain that had 
become more than he could endure. 

Yet was it possible that such a miracle could eventuate at the 
eleventh hour? Balzac hardly dared any longer to hope for it. Then 
one morning, on the 5th of January, 1842, when he had risen from 
the writing-table at which he had spent the night, his servant brought 
in his letters. Among these was one in a hand which had long been 
familiar to him, but this time the paper was black-edged and the 
seal was of the same mournful color. He tore the letter open and 
learned that Monsieur de Hanski was dead. The woman who had 
plighted her troth to him, and to whom he had vowed eternal love, 
was now a widow and had succeeded to her husband’s millions. His 
half-forgotten dream had suddenly been fulfilled. Incipit vita nuova . 
A new life was about to begin, a happy life, peaceful and free from 
care. Balzac’s last illusion had again taken shape, the last one of all, 
in which he was to spend the rest of his life and in which he was to 
die. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

The Wooing of Madame de Hanska 


T HE letter which Balzac received on the 5th of January, 
1842, represented the last great turning point in his life. 
The past was suddenly transformed into the present and 
dominated the future. From that moment his powerful will 
was concentrated on a single aim. His relations with Madame de 
Hanska, already waning, must be renewed, their secret engagement 
must be consummated in marriage, promise must become fulfillment. 

The achievement of this goal would require more than ordinary 
effort, for during the years that had gone by since their last meeting 
their association had gradually been transferred to a more formal 
footing. Their correspondence had grown more and more cool and 
insincere, for it was not possible in the long run to violate the laws 
of Nature. They had not seen one another for seven long years. Be- 
cause of his financial embarrassments, and perhaps, too, because of 
his relations with the Contessa, Balzac had been unable to undertake 
the journey to Wierzchownia, while Madame de Hanska either could 
not or would not persuade her husband to travel once more to West- 
ern Europe where she would have had the opportunity of meeting 
her quondam lover. 

Since love needs proximity if it is to endure, just as a flame is kept 
alive by the invigorating quality of oxygen, passion died away be- 
tween them. Balzac tried to maintain the old ecstatic tone in his 
letters, but nobody realized more clearly than Madame de Hanska 
that this was merely an affected warmth. Her kinsmen and acquaint- 
ances m Paris did not omit to inform her that the Contessa Guido- 
boni-Visconti was living next door to him at Les Jardies. The esca- 
pade with Madame Marbouty had been the subject of comment 
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which had reached as far as the Ukraine. And it is not surprising if 
Madame de Hanska was irritated by Balzac's insincerities, or if she 
found it difficult to swallow the despairing laments and assurances of 
eternal faithfulness with which he sought to conjure away the sus- 
picions that were only too evidently confirmed by facts known to 
every gossip in Paris. A tart tone crept into their correspondence. 
Madame de Hanska could apparently no longer conceal the chagrin 
she felt at being expected to believe the stories he told her of his 
ascetic life, and she must have expressed her doubts as to his veracity 
in fairly unambiguous language, for Balzac, with his nerves on edge, 
sent her a letter in which he, too, did not mince his words. He could 
no longer brook being superciliously rebuked for his "extravagant 
follies" by a woman who was leading a life of ease at her husband’s 
side and, though she might have been bored, did not know the 
meaning of worry. In his wrath he stormed at her: 

“I beg you never to interfere, either with praise or censure, in the affairs 
of people who feel the waters meeting over their heads and are trying 
to rise to the surface! Rich people will never be capable of understanding 
the difficulties of those less fortunate.” 

He wrote even more vehemently on one occasion when she had 
spoken of his "frivolous nature": 

"In what way am I frivolous? Is it because during the past twelve years 
I have been devoting myself without respite to the completion of an 
immense literary task? Is it because for ten years there has been no room 
in my heart for more than one love? Is it because for the past twelve 
years I have been toiling day and night to pay off an enormous debt 
with which my mother’s insensate and deliberate design has burdened 
me? Is it because despite so much misery I have neither smothered 
myself, nor blown out my brains, nor flung myself into the river? Is it 
because I work without intermission and try, in a variety of ingenious 
ways, to shorten the period of penal servitude to which I am condemned? 
Please explain ! Is it because I shun society, because I keep to myself, in 
order that I may concentrate on my one passion, on my work and the 
paying off of my debts? . . . Frivolous nature, indeed! Really, you are 
behaving as a bon bourgeois might have done if he saw Napoleon 
turning to right and left and in every direction to examine the field on 
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which he was going to give battle, and then commented: This fellow 
can’t stay in one spot ! He has no idee fixe!’ ,J 

This correspondence between two lovers who had not met for 
seven years and who had become used to their separate ways of living 
had ceased to have any rhyme or reason. Madame de Hanska had a 
growing daughter whom she was able to make the recipient of her 
confidences. She no longer needed the outlet which she had found in 
her letters to Balzac, and in her assured, restricted existence she had 
no secrets to communicate. Balzac, for his part, had wearied of the 
long term of waiting and was beginning to forget the vow that was 
apparently destined to remain unfulfilled. In 1839 he had written to 
Zulma Carraud asking her to bear him in mind if she should happen 
to come across a woman with a couple of hundred thousand francs, 
or even a mere hundred thousand, “provided that her dowry can be 
applied to the settling of my affairs.” He had ceased to dream of a 
fairy princess since it had become evident that Monsieur de Hanski 
was in no hurry to abandon his millions. He was prepared to with- 
draw his gaze from his unattainable polar star and to marry any 
woman who would pay off his debts, cut an adequate figure as the 
wife of Balzac, and look after his household at Les Jardies . At the 
age of forty the realist had given up his extravagant flights of imag- 
ination in the marital sphere and had returned to the formula of his 
earlier years, " une femme et une fortune ” 

The correspondence with Madame de Hanska might well have 
come to a close at this point. It could have died away to a mere trickle, 
as in the case of Zulma Carraud with whom Balzac also felt uncom- 
fortable because of her demand for greater honesty. Yet neither 
Balzac nor Madame de Hanska wanted to break off their relations 
with one another. Her pride in the humble devotion of the greatest 
novelist of the day had become almost the most important thing in 
her life, and she had no reason to abandon voluntarily a correspond- 
ence which pandered so satisfyingly to her vanity. Balzac, on the 
other hand, could not dispense with the habit of self-portrayal which 
had by now become second nature to him. He needed somebody to 
whom he could pour out his troubles, describe his work, and total up 
his debts, and just as she was covertly planning to preserve the 
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letters he wrote to her, so he enjoyed the thought that they were 
being preserved m some secret place. 

They continued to write to one another, though more sparingly, as 
time went on. Occasionally he would complain of the "rarete de vos 
envois 39 or the "mtervalle entre vos lettres 33 and she would reproach 
him for not writing often enough. But in the latter case he would let 
fly. How could she allow herself to make comparisons between his 
share in the correspondence and hers! She had nothing to do all day, 
she lived "dans une solitude profonde et sans beaucoup de travaux ” 
while he was always pressed for time and had to work fifteen hours 
a day writing and correcting proofs. Every page he wrote to her had 
to be wrung from the hours he would otherwise have spent either in 
doing work for which he was paid or in snatching much needed 
sleep. He had no scruple in letting her know that whenever she, who 
was roiling in money, received a long letter from her impoverished 
lover, it represented for him a loss of hundreds of francs that he 
might have earned by writing the same quantity of words for an 
editor or a publisher. It was not asking too much of her, therefore, 
if he expected a letter every fortnight. Her reply to this appears to 
have been in the form of a declaration that she would only write to 
him when he wrote to her, that she would return letter for letter, and 
he thundered: 

"Ah! So at last I discover how extremely petty you are, and that proves 
to me that you are a creature of this world 1 Ah f So you stopped writing 
to me because my letters to you were infrequent! Well, they were 
infrequent because I did not always have the money for postage, though 
I did not want to tell you this Yes, I had sunk as deep as that, and even 
deeper. It is very horrible and very dismal, but it is true, like the Ukraine 
where you are living. Yes, there have been days when I proudly de- 
voured a roll as I walked along the boulevards/' 

These little skirmishes grew sharper and the intervals between 
their letters increased until at last, just before the arrival of the 
fateful black-bordered missive with its black seal, a whole three 
months went by without Balzac putting pen to paper. One can feel 
that they had begun to jar on one another's nerves. They were in- 
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dulging in mutual recriminations on the score of coldness, indolence, 
or dishonesty, and each was charging the other with responsibility for 
the gradual ebbing of a harmonious correspondence which had started 
off fortissimo and prestissimo and was now losing its appassionato. 

Neither of them was really at fault. The blame lay with the 
peculiarly unnatural relationship into which they had entered from 
the start. They had expected to be separated only for short periods 
until their union could become permanent, an eventuality which 
they regarded as not far distant, and when they plighted their troth 
in this strange way while her husband was still alive, Madame de 
Hanska imposed the condition that Balzac should remain faithful to 
her The only concession she allowed him was that he might seek 
satisfaction for his physical desires from the ladies whose profession 
it was to cater to such needs Monsieur de Hanski, however, lived 
for another eight years, and Madame de Hanska's jealousy, which 
was at bottom nothing more than offended pride, became a source of 
exasperation to her distant lover He wrote to her without any sub- 
terfuge after having long pretended that he was keeping to his 
promise: 

"Come, come, a man isn't a woman, is he? You do not think a man can 
remain without a woman from 1834 to 1843, do you ? You are suffi- 
ciently informed, medically speaking, to know that he would degenerate 
into impotence and imbecility. You said, prostitutes ’ I might have got 
into a state like that of G/s friend m Rome. You must weigh the 
dominating need for distraction felt by people of imagination who have 
to work all the time, their wretchedness, their weariness and so on, 
against the few reasons you have for finding fault with me and the 
cruel manner in which these faults have been punished — then you will 
not talk of the past except to lament the fact that we have been 
separated/' 

His plain speaking had no effect. Though she had been able to 
convince herself personally of his full-blooded virility, she was un- 
able to forgive his escapades with other women. Though he was not 
a professional ladykiller, and he had proved to the whole world the 
seriousness with which he was devoting himself to a vast intellectual 
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task, yet she reproached him with inconstancy and frivolity of charac- 
ter. Living as she did in comfort and prosperity at her husband’s side, 
with no thought herself of making the slightest sacrifice, she insisted 
that the harassed Balzac should live as chastely as a monk and as 
frugally as a clerk, allowing himself no relaxation or small luxuries, 
writing all night and half the day, and waiting, waiting, until per- 
haps — but only perhaps — after the death of Monsieur de Hanski she 
decided to reward him for his renunciation and perseverance. Un- 
doubtedly she had some cause for complaint, but he should have 
insisted on his right to lead his own life free from her domineering 
attempts to control his actions. Instead of this, he concealed the 
essentials, pretended that he was quite other than he was, and told 
clumsy lies about his relations with the Contessa and other women 
like a schoolboy fearful of a thrashing. For some inscrutable reason 
he was unable to adopt a courageous attitude towards her imperious 
demands on his loyalty and to confront this aristocratic female despot 
of the Russian provinces with the dignified mien of an artist who 
was sure of himself. Yet amid all his little subterfuges and deviations 
from the truth he was being perfectly honest when he assured her 
time and again that, far from seeking adventures, his one longing 
was to escape from the hazardous conditions under which he was 
living into the peace and stability that had hitherto been denied him. 
He had begun to grow a trifle weary of the eternal struggle, and after 
twenty years of incessant buffeting by storms he wanted nothing 
better than to sail into more tranquil waters. He had had enough of 
adventures, of women for whom he could only find time between 
the completing of one book and the beginning of another, with the 
added inconveniences of secret rendezvous and the presence of a 
more or less complaisant husband in the background. As long ago as 
September 1838 he had written to Zulma Carraud, to whom he 
never dared to lie, in accents of undoubted sincerity: 

I swear to you that I have sent all my hopes packing, all my extrava- 
gances, all my ambitions! I want to lead the life of a parson, a simple, 
peaceful existence. A woman of thirty with three or four h un dr ed 
thousand francs, provided she is of agreeable disposition and comely 
appearance, would find me ready to marry her if she were willing to have 
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me. She would pay off my debts and in five years she would be recouped 
by my earnings.” 

This was the role he had contemplated for Madame de Hanska, 
but with the passage of time he found it intolerable to base all his 
expectations on a woman who was living a thousand miles away and 
who was perhaps no longer the adored mistress he had known six or 
seven years before. His polar star was too distant to illumine his life. 
Imperceptibly his Spouse d* amour reverted once more to the Etrangere 
to whom he had confided his secret dreams, and even the process of 
pouring out his confessions had lost its charm, for it had degenerated 
into a routine to which he applied himself at intervals almost with 
nonchalance. In September 1841, three months before the receipt of 
the fateful letter, he wrote to her for what might have been the last 
time. He no longer believed in the illusion of becoming the husband 
of Madame de Hanska. His dream of love and riches was over and 
could be relegated to the limbo of his other illusions perdues . 

★ -k -k 

When he tore open the black-bordered letter and read that Mon- 
sieur de Hanski had passed away on the 10th of November, 1841, 
the blood rushed from his heart and he was so overcome that his 
hands trembled. The unthinkable, or rather that of which he had no 
longer dared to think, had happened. The woman to whom he had 
pledged eternal love was free. She was a widow, and a widow, more- 
over, abundantly supplied with all the wealth of which he had ever 
dreamed, the ideal wife for him, aristocratic, still young, intelligent, 
acceptable to the outer world as the spouse of Honore de Balzac, a 
woman who would pay off his debts, enable him to devote his en- 
ergies to the work that really mattered, foster his genius, enhance his 
reputation, and satisfy his senses. He had once loved this woman and 
she had loved him, and in the electrifying moment when he knew 
that she was free his passion flared up again from the glimmering 
ashes. The sheet of paper which he held in his trembling hand had 
changed his life. Everything for which he had hoped and longed had 
suddenly taken shape, the shape of Madame de Hanska, and he 
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realized that there was only one thing left for him to do. The woman 
whom he had once carried off her feet must be conquered once more, 
and this time for ever. 

The deep emotion by which he was stirred can be felt in the letter 
he sent to her in reply. It was an honest and manly letter, in which 
he made no hypocritical attempt to console the widow for her loss. 
He knew that she had loved her husband little or not at all, and he 
employed no artificial phrases to praise the dead man's merits or 
pretend that he was overwhelmed with grief at his decease. He com 
fined himself to refuting any possible imputation that, much as he 
had desired her, there could have been any room in his heart for the 
wish to see her widowed: 

"So far as I am concerned, dear adored one, though this occurrence 
brings within my reach that which I have desired so ardently for nearly 
ten years, I can do myself the justice before you and before God of 
declaring that I have never cherished any other thought in my heart 
than that of complete submission, and that even m the most cruel mo- 
ments of my life I have never sullied my soul by harboring evil wishes. 
One cannot prevent oneself from indulging in occasional involuntary 
flights of fancy I have often said to myself, 'How buoyant my life would 
be with her!’ One cannot preserve one’s faith, keep up one’s spirits, or 
maintain one’s inner integrity without hope.” 

One thing alone caused him to rejoice at this turn of events, the fact 
that he could now write to her "with open heart,” and he assured 
her that he had in no way changed. Since Neuchatel she had never 
ceased to remain the be all and end all of his existence, and he im- 
plored her, "Write and tell me that your life will henceforth belong 
wholly to me, that now we shall be happy with no possible cloud to 
cast its shadow.” 

Letter followed swiftly upon letter. The engagement into which 
he had entered so many years ago had been transformed into reality 
overnight. What could now stand in the way of their final union? 
Everything suddenly appeared to him in a different light, even him- 
self, Twelve months before he had been depicting himself in mel- 
ancholy tones as a white-haired old man, weary, addicted to unwel- 
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come corpulence, unable to collect his thoughts, afflicted with con- 
gestion of the blood and tending to apoplexy. Now he painted his 
personality in the most attractive colors to his future bride. His snowy 
locks had darkened again and his weariness was gone: 

"There are only a few white hairs here and there, and owing to my 
studious way of life I am well preserved, apart from my embonpoint 
which is inevitable in view of my sedentary occupation I do not think 
I have changed since Vienna, and my heart is so young that it has kept 
me young in body despite the monastic austerity of my existence I still 
have fifteen years of youth, more or less, left to me, just as you have, 
my dear one, and at this moment I would willingly give ten years of my 
old age to hasten the hour when we shall see one another again." 

His rapid imagination was already working out the whole future 
course of his life. For her daughter he advised her to find, as soon as 
possible, "a hardheaded, capable husband,” above all, one who was 
“rich enough to permit you to meet your commitments in the way of 
a dowry by the payment of a lump sum.” Then she would be as free 
from material encumbrances as she was legally and morally, and 
they would be able to live together as he had always dreamed of 
doing, happier than they had ever dared to imagine they could be. 
There was no need to waste a single further day He would settle his 
affairs in Pans forthwith and go to Dresden, where he would be 
nearer to the object of his boundless love He was ready, readier than 
he had ever been, he loved her as he had never loved her before, and 
it is evident from his letters that he had never looked forward to 
anything with such glowing impatience as he did now to the single 
word from her lips that would bid him come to her. 

Her answer reached him on the 21st of February, six weeks after 
he had first learned the news. We do not know its exact text, since 
she destroyed it together with her other letters, but we do know that 
it contained a harsh rejection of his wooing, a blunt refusal of his 
plea to be allowed to hasten to her side. He had regarded it as a 
matter of course that she would give her consent, but with a “glacial 
calm” she canceled the vows they had made to one another and gave 
him back the freedom he did not wa nV (t Vous etes hhre ” she wrote 
with incisive clarity, and apparently went on to elaborate in detail the 
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reasons for her decision. She no longer trusted him, since for seven 
years he had never yielded to the desire to see her, though he had 
had no difficulty in finding both the time and the money to make a 
n um ber of journeys to Italy, where moreover he had not been un- 
accompanied. He had thus, and no doubt on other occasions too, 
violated the terms of their mutual pledge, and all was over. She 
intended to devote the rest of her life to her daughter, whom she 
would never leave. "If my poor child were taken from me, I should 
die/* To judge from Balzac’s despairing reply, her letter must have 
been sharp-edged as an ax, bringing his hopes crashing to the ground 
with one hard blow that struck to their very roots. 

Was Madame de Hanska’s "No!” final and deliberate, or was it 
only her way of putting him to the test, a feint dictated by her pride 
and vanity to make him woo her all the more ardently? It is a critical 
question, all the harder to answer since it touches the core of the 
complicated relationship between them and involves, with all the 
delicate psychological appreciation that the circumstances demand, an 
examination of the problem of her own attitude to Balzac. It is not 
a matter of choosing between two apparently simple alternatives — 
did she love him, or did she not? Such a way of dealing with the 
question would merely avoid the issue and would be unjust to an 
association which was dominated, both outwardly and inwardly, by 
inhibitions and contradictions. Passionate love in a woman is charac- 
terized by a boundless capacity for surrender. In this sense Madame 
de Hanska was incapable of passion — or at least of a passion for 
Balzac. Imbued with a sense of aristocratic pride, domineering, self- 
reliant, capricious and intolerant as she was, she demanded his love 
as a tribute which she could magnanimously accept or contemptuously 
reject. Her own readiness to surrender was curbed, as can be seen 
from the letters, by the constant exercise of restraint She regarded 
him from the very start as her social inferior, and her submission im- 
plied a stepping-down to his level. Balzac, for his part, accepted the 
inferior status which she assigned to him. When he called himself 
her muzhik, of her serf, he was unconsciously confirming the maso- 
chistic note in his own attitude. His relations with women generally 
were marked by a lack of manly self-assertion, and he placed himself 
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completely under Madame de Hanska’s yoke. It is frequently painful 
to observe in his letters the continual gesture of going down on his 
bended knees, the rhapsodic adoration, the total abnegation of per- 
sonal dignity. It is distressing to see one of the greatest geniuses of 
all times humbly bowing his head for seven years to kiss her shoe, 
lowering himself to the dust before a woman who was after all a 
very mediocre member of the Russian provincial aristocracy, and if 
anything is warranted to arouse one's mistrust of Madame de Han- 
ska’s character and the tact which her advocates are so wont to praise, 
it is not only the fact that she tolerated and encouraged Balzac’s 
servile submission, but the suspicion that she even perhaps exacted it. 
A woman who had really perceived the greatness of Balzac could not 
have helped being embarrassed at the unseemly bearing he had seen 
fit to adopt, and she would have raised him from his knees to look 
her straight in the eye. She would have been prepared, if occasion 
called for it, to subordinate her will to his. There can be no doubt 
that Madame de Hanska was not capable of love on this level. It 
pleased her and gratified her pride to be the object of his adoration, 
and in a certain measure her feeling toward him was that of love, but 
— and this was the crucial factor — always with more than a tincture 
of condescension. It was she who descended from her pedestal and 
granted her favors with an air of magnanimity. f! Le bon Balzac or 
"Le pauvre Balzac ” — this was the strain in which she referred to 
him in her letters to her daughter, and it tells us all we require to 
know. She was clever enough to recognize his worth, she was fem- 
inine enough and sensual enough to enjoy his tempestuous virility, 
she felt a deep sympathy for him despite her realization of his weak- 
nesses and his unreliability, but at bottom it was only herself she 
loved. She was excited by the adventure of which she had become 
the heroine, by the glowing, romantic idolization which cast a glamor 
over her otherwise commonplace existence, but her cool intelligence 
was not equal to making the same heady response to his exuberant 
wooing. A woman so imbued with caste prejudice could not soften 
to the point of flinging her inhibitions to the wind and giving herself 
without restraint. The only genuine love she ever displayed was for 
her daughter. Even during the years when she and Balzac lived as 
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man and wife, he was never her most intimate confidant It was 
always her stupid little daughter in whom alone she reposed her 
trust, while Balzac remained the plebeian intruder to whom the last 
citadel ot her heart was firmly denied. 

Yet while her husband was alive she had accepted Balzac as her 
lover and gone as far as she could without ruining her marriage and 
compromising her good name m society The acid test of her real feel- 
ings came when the death of Monsieur de Hanski left her free to 
decide between the two forms of aristocracy, that of rank and wealth 
or that of genius and fame. She had always looked forward with 
apprehension to the moment when she would be faced with the neces- 
sity ot making this decision, and even though her letters to her brother 
(the originals of which are not yet available for inspection) cannot 
be regarded in every detail as wholly trustworthy, there is one which 
effectively describes her state of mind in relation to the problem: 

"I am glad at times that I am not compelled to decide whether or not 
to marry the man whom you seem to be afraid of having as a future 
brother-in-law. Yet I know that I love him, and perhaps more than you 
imagine. His letters are the great event in my life of solitude I await 
them impatiently, I want to read m their pages all the admiration with 
which they are filled, and I am proud of being something which no 
woman has ever been to him before For he is a genius, one of the 
greatest that France has produced, and when I remember this every 
other consideration disappears and is merged in the pride which suffuses 
my soul at the thought of having won his love, though I am so unworthy 
of him Yet when we are alone together I cannot avoid noticing certain 
incongruities and suffering from the thought that others too may observe 
them and draw their own conclusions At such moments I would like to 
cry aloud my love and my pride, and reproach those who are unable to 
see what is so evident to me I prefer not to think what my position 
would be if Monsieur de Hanski were to die. I hope that I shall know 
how to do my duty as I have always tried to do, in the way taught to us 
by our father, but perhaps 1 am glad in the depths of my soul that I 
am not called upon to make up my mind, while being able to forget at 
certain moments everything in the world except the single fact that this 
great man is prepared to sacrifice all for me, who has so little to offer 
him m return.” 
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Their joint pledge, on which Balzac rested all his hopes, was for her 
a source of constant disquiet. 

It was therefore natural that her first impulse should be to post- 
pone the inevitable decision still further and to refuse to permit her 
impetuous lover, of whose passionate powers of persuasion she was 
afraid, to hasten to her side. Her freedom of action was by no means 
so unrestricted as Balzac, far away in Paris, fondly imagined, for her 
husband’s death had been followed by an unwelcome increase in the 
attentions of her family. Her uncles and aunts on the neighboring 
estates, as well as her nieces living in the house and her relatives in St. 
Petersburg and Paris, were all aware of her romantic attachment to 
Monsieur de Balzac, and they were united m their apprehension lest 
the handsome property of Wierzchownia together with the millions 
which she had now inherited should fall into the hands of an adven- 
turer, a French writer who had turned the widow’s head with his 
sentimental phrases. One relative immediately brought an action to 
contest Monsieur de Hanski’s will, according to which he had held 
the property jointly with his wife. The case was taken to Kiev, where 
judgment went against Madame de Hanska, and she had to travel to 
St. Petersburg to lodge an appeal with the supreme court and to 
petition the Tsar. 

Meanwhile Madame de Hanska was beset on all sides by her other 
kinsmen and kinswomen, who did their best by malicious gossip and 
calumnies to turn her against Balzac. The most zealous of these was 
her notorious Aunt Rosalie, whom Balzac and all other Frenchmen 
had good reason to hate. During the French Revolution her mother 
had been guillotined as a spy; she had made acquaintance as a child 
with the Conciergerie, where those condemned to death under the 
Terror had been confined; and the thought that her niece might 
marry the son of a member of the Commune lent a spiteful vehemence 
to her continual exhortations and other attempts to bring her influence 
to bear. Even if Madame de Hanska had really been desirous of 
letting Balzac come to Russia, she was not in a position to follow her 
own wishes in the matter. She would have damaged her case in the 
courts, her situation generally would have been worsened, and she 
would probably have exposed herself to the ridicule of society if the 
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corpulent gentleman with the ill-bred manners and childish extrava- 
gances suddenly made his appearance among the aristocratic circles 
of St. Petersburg and she had had to introduce him to her haughty 
family. So she had no choice but to decline his offer. The fact that 
she clothed her refusal in such harsh and cutting terms may, perhaps, 
have been her way of testing the sincerity and endurance of his attach- 
ment. 

★ ★ * 

Her letter struck Balzac like a thunderbolt. He had already made 
preparations for his journey to Dresden. He had gratuitously advised 
Madame de Hanska on the best way in which she could safeguard the 
property for her daughter while herself enjoying the interest on it. He 
had allowed his imagination to run riot in writing to her of their 
forthcoming marriage, of the travels they would undertake together, 
and of the mansions in which they would live. Now came this letter 
with its clear, incisive "You are free,” its blunt and uncompromis- 
ing "No!” 

Balzac, however, was not in a mood to accept no for an answer. He 
was accustomed to opposition, which only served to enhance his 
powers of attack. Every week, almost every day, he wrote her urgent, 
imploring letters, conjuring her to believe his protestations of con- 
stancy, overwhelming her with a hurricane of endearing assurances. 
The outbursts of ecstatic passion that had once characterized his letters 
to Neuchatei and Geneva erupted once more after having been muted 
so long: 

"You cannot know how strong my attachment to you has been. I was 
attached to you for all human ends — love, friendship, ambition, success, 
pride, vanity, memory, pleasure, certitude* — and by the faith in you 
which I set above all created good.” 

He declared that everything he had written since they first met had 
been intended for her alone. His thoughts had been only of her, 
who had always been "celle an nom de qui tout $?est accompli ” 

He was ready, he said, to make every concession. Their pledge need 
not be fulfilled tomorrow, or the day after tomorrow, but would she 
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set a date, any date, a specific day, or even a specific year, to which 
he could look forward for the consummation of his hopes? 

“Alas! my beloved angel, it is no great thing that I have asked of my 
Eva. I only wanted you to say, In eighteen months, in two years, we 
shall be happy/ I only wanted you to say W and to fix the term of my 
waiting/' 

He entreated her to offer him a gleam of hope, the promise that he 
would find with her the peace he sought, otherwise he could not carry 
on; 


“After fifteen years of constant toil I can no longer sustain this struggle 
all alone. Creer, toujours creer! God created only for six days and 
rested on the seventh/' 

The mere thought of their ultimate union went to his head like wine: 

“Oh, my dear one, to live at last heart to heart, each for the other with 
nothing to fetter us! There are moments when the thought makes me 
foolish, and I ask myself how these seventeen months have gone by, 
with me here and you so far away! How vast is the power of money! 
What a sad spectacle it is to see the most beautiful sentiments depend- 
ing on it! To see oneself chained, nailed down m Passy when one's 
heart is five hundred leagues away ! There are days when 1 abandon my- 
self to dreams. I imagine to myself that all the difficulties have been 
smoothed out, that the wisdom, the discretion, the skill of 'the Queen' 
have triumphed, that word has arrived from her bidding me, 'Come!' 
And I pretend to myself that I am on my way. On such days my 
friends do not recognize me. They ask me what is the matter. ... I 
reply, 'My troubles are about to end. I have hope/ And they say, 'He 
is mad/ ” 

Hardly had he received the news that she had moved to St. Peters- 
burg to arrange about her appeal when he began to work out how 
many days the journey from Paris would take and how much it would 
cost. Four hundred francs from Le Havre to St. Petersburg and an- 
other four hundred for the return. Two hundred francs from Le 
Havre to Paris. He hastily invented the most absurd pretexts to give 
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his journey the appearance of necessity. He declared that he ought to 
have gone to the Russian capital long before to prepare for the setting 
up of a French theater. Then he spoke of a shipping company that 
his brother-in-law wanted to establish with a view to building ships 
at a very low cost, and of the commission he had received to submit 
the proposition to the relevant authorities in St. Petersburg. All at 
once he discovered — perhaps with an eye to the Russian censorship 
when his letters were opened and read — that he had an affection for 
the Tsar, because the latter was the only genuine autocrat among all 
the sovereigns of Europe, and he announced that he felt “no aversion 
whatsoever to becoming a Russian subject/* 

So it went on, letter after letter, a veritable drum-fire of impatience 
and impetuosity. February, March, April, May, the whole summer 
and the whole winter long, until spring and summer came round once 
more and he had still not received the sanction for which he was wait- 
ing A year and a half had passed since the death of Monsieur de 
Hanski and his widow had not yet sent the signal for which Balzac 
was longing — "Vtens!” Then at last, in July, it arrived. Exactly a 
decade after their first meeting, in July 1843, he reached St Peters- 
burg from Dunkirk, and his first steps were toward the Kutaisov 
house where Madame de Hanska was staying. There was symbolic 
significance in the fact that it was situated in a street called Grande 
Mtlltone . 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

La comedie humaine 


i T THE age of forty-three Balzac knew that his only hope 
f\ of achieving the tranquillity in which it would be possible 

/ll to complete the great task he had undertaken lay m the 

JIL reconquest of Madame de Hanska. He staked everything 

on this one throw, and during the eighteen months that she allowed 
him to cool his heels before granting him permission to join her at St 
Petersburg, he made desperate efforts to enhance his prestige as a 
wooer in the eyes of her disapproving family. No degree of literary 
fame would suffice to wipe out the slur of his bourgeois origin. They 
were too arrogant a crew for that. The de he had inserted in front of 
his name did not blind them to the fact that he was the grandson of a 
peasant. Their attitude toward him would always be one of super- 
cilious condescension. But supposing he were to be elected to the 
Chamber, to acquire political influence, to have his self-made title of 
nobility confirmed by the King, who might even possibly confer upon 
him a more imposing designation? Or supposing he were to become a 
member of the Academic Franchise? Such a distinction would endow 
him with a dignity which would put it entirely out of the question 
for any one to attempt to make him the object of personal ridicule. 
As an academician, moreover, he would draw a stipend of two thou- 
sand francs a year, and if he were to be appointed to the commission 
that was working on the Dictionary, an office from which he could 
not be removed once he was appointed, his emoluments would be six 
thousand. He would wear the famous dress coat decorated with palms, 
so that even a Madame de Hanska, nee Rzewuska, would have no need 
to be ashamed of having contracted a mesalliance. 

To achieve social equality with Madame de Hanska he explored 

321 
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both these avenues. In each case he found the steps too slippery. Since 
he did not own the minimum amount of capital requisite for the entry 
of his name in the electoral list, his ambition to enter the Chamber 
was frustrated. Nor was he more successful in his candidature for the 
Academy. His claim to a seat among the forty immortals could not 
be seriously disputed, but a variety of pretexts could easily be found 
to squeeze him out. It was said that his financial situation was too 
confused, and a seat under the sacred dome could not be granted to a 
man for whom the bailiffs and usurers would always be lying in wait 
outside the door. His frequent absences from Paris were also alleged 
as a reason for his ineligibility. The most honest statement came from 
one of his bitter enemies, whose jealousy was revealed in the words: 
"Monsieur de Balzac is too large for our armchairs.” With the excep- 
tion of Victor Hugo and Lamartine he would have reduced them all 
to insignificance. 

There still remained the theater as a means of settling his more 
urgent difficulties, and he hurriedly wrote a couple of plays of which 
the first, Pamela Giraud, was accepted for production at the Vaude- 
ville. Four-fifths of it had been cobbled together by two of his 
"ghosts.” The other, Les ressources de Quinola, was put on meanwhile 
at the Odeon, and Balzac made up his mind to engineer a resounding 
success which should wipe out the memory of his dismal failure with 
Vautrtn. 

As usual he concentrated his efforts in the wrong direction. 
Rehearsals began before the fifth act was completed, which so incensed 
the principal actress, the celebrated Madame d’Orvalli, that she with- 
drew. Balzac’s chief concern was to turn the premiere into the most 
brilliant spectacle that Paris had ever witnessed. Everybody in Paris 
with a name or a reputation was to be present on the first night. Ad- 
mission was to be sternly denied to any hostile intruders who might 
disturb the favorable atmosphere by cat-calls or hissing. He therefore 
arranged with the director of the theater that no tickets should be 
issued for the first performance until he himself had personally 
approved of the prospective recipient, and he spent the time which 
could more profitably have been devoted to the improving of his play 
in hanging about the box-office. 
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His plan of action had been worked out on the grand scale. The 
stage boxes were to be occupied by ambassadors and cabinet ministers, 
the stalls by Kmghts of St. Louis and peers, the first balcony by mem- 
bers of parliament and state officials, the second by prominent men in 
the world of finance, and the third by wealthy members of the 
bourgeoisie. The auditorium was to be plentifully sprinkled with 
handsome women sitting where they would attract most attention, and 
artists were commissioned to immortalize a scene which would be 
unparalleled in the annals of the capital. 

Balzac’s initial calculation was right — as it always was. Rumors of 
the forthcoming spectacle created a sensation in Paris, the box-office 
was besieged, and inflated prices were offered for tickets. Balzac, 
however, always stretched the bow too far, with the result that it 
invariably snapped in his hands. Instead of accepting the offers of 
two and three times the normal cost of the tickets, he tried to heighten 
public interest still further by spreading the story that the theater 
was sold out. He expected that people would be consoled for their 
inability to be present at the premiere and would buy seats for later 
performances. 

When the evening of the 19th of March, 1842, arrived and the 
doors were thrown open to receive the brilliant audience, three- 
quarters of the seats were empty owing to Balzac’s mistaken tactics, 
and those who had come to admire one another had their spirits 
damped from the very start. Lireux, the director of the theater, sent 
at the last moment for a horde of claqueurs , and tickets were rapidly 
handed out gratis to anybody who wanted to see the show, but it 
was all in vain. It was too late to avoid fiasco. The more tragically 
the play on the stage developed, the more hilarious did the audience 
become. The subsequent performances attracted only those members 
of the public who wanted to take part in a rowdy scene. There was 
trumpeting, whistling, and the singing of an improvised chorus: 

Cest Monsieur Balzac 
Qu’a fait tout ce mic-mac . 

Balzac himself did not receive a single curtain call on the first night, 
and in any case he was so exhausted by his efforts to fill the theater 
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with an audience of his own choosing that at the end of the play he 
was found asleep in his box. His castle m the air had sunk down 
through the trap-door, and another of fate’s hard blows drove him 
back to his true destiny. When he complained to Madame de Hanska 
that if Les ressources de Quinola should turn out a failure he would 
have to write another four novels, we cannot share his lament, for the 
stories he produced between 1841 and 1843 are among the most 
powerful to which he ever put his pen. If his wretched melodramas 
had been successful we should probably have lost them. 

★ & ★ 

k In the novels of this period of his greatest maturity he gradually 
discarded the taste for fashionable society which sometimes marred 
his earlier work. He had learned to see through it, and the salons 
of the Faubourg St. Germain lost their lure for him. It was no longer 
the vanities and petty ambitions of the great, or the great ambitions of 
the petty marquises and countesses, that stimulated his creative genius, 
but the absorbing passions of ordinary men and women. The bitterer 
Balzac grew from experience and disappointment, the closer he drew 
to truth. The mawkish sentimentality that tinged the best of his 
youthful writings as a spot of oil will stain a valuable garment was 
evaporating. 

As his perspective grew larger the focus became more accurate. 
In Une tenebreuse affaiie he cast a searching light behind the scenes 
of Napoleonic politics In La raboutlleuse he revealed a boldness of 
perception in sexual matters such as none of his contemporaries had 
equaled The problem of perversion and sexual bondage has never 
been approached so audaciously as in the character of old Doctor 
Rouget, the septuagenarian who brought up a thirteen-year-old girl 
to be his mistress, and in that of his son who became her willing 
sacrifice. And what a tremendous figure he created m Philippe Bndau, 
no less an amoralist than Vautrin, but unmelodramatic and starkly 
true to life! During these three years, furthermore, he completed the 
great fresco of the Illusions perdues } produced the lightly written 
Ursule Mtrouei , the spiritualistic artificialities of which detract from 
its sincerity, but with superbly credible character drawing, and 
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enriched his achievement with La jausse maUresse, Memoir es de 
deux jeunes manees , Albert Savarus, Un debut dans la vie, Honorme , 
La muse du departement , and a dozen fragments. 

Now that Balzac was seriously thinking of tidying up his affairs, 
the time had come to survey the almost immeasurable abundance of 
his writings Despite the pressure from his creditors he had always 
kept one final resource untapped. He had cautiously kept intact and 
in reserve his sole right to issue the collected edition of his works. 
However sorely beset he may have been, he had invariably refrained 
from disposing of a copyright for more than a limited number of 
editions. Lavish and thoughtless as he was in other respects, he had 
refused to part with his most valuable property until the moment 
when he could display to his friends and his enemies the whole proud 
scope and extent of his imperishable creation. 

With the wooing of the plutocratic widow the moment to demon- 
strate his wealth to the world arrived. Scarcely did he announce his 
readiness to issue a collected edition when no less than three pub- 
lishers joined forces for the purpose of financing the important under- 
taking, which was to be added to year by year. The contract, which was 
signed on the 14th of April, 1842, granted the publishing firms of 
Dubochet, Fume, and Hetzel, 

the right to prepare at their discretion and for such time of publication 
as shall appear to them suitable two or three editions of the works 
published by him up to the present time, or which may be published 
during the validity of the present contract, the first edition consisting of 
three thousand copies. This edition will be produced in octavo size 
and will contain . . . about twenty volumes, more or less, according to 
the requirements of the completed work. 

Balzac received fifteen thousand francs as advance payment, fur- 
ther royalties to be calculated at the rate of fifty centimes per volume 
after the sale of forty thousand volumes had been effected. He was 
thus sure of a permanent source of income which was bound to 
increase as the years went on. The only restrictive clause in his con- 
tract was one that he accepted willingly. If the cost of proof correc- 
tions should exceed five francs a folio, he would have to defray the 
extra expenditure out of his own pocket, and since he could never 
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resist the temptation to polish his style so long as the printer was 
prepared to send him further proofs his bill for corrections amounted 
to five thousand 5 two hundred and twenty-four francs, twenty-five 
centimes. The publishers did not like the title "Collected Works/’ 
which was too commonplace to attract the public’s attention, and they 
asked him to find a name which would emphasize the unity of the 
series of volumes with their recurring characters and the microcosm 
of society in its heights and depths. 

Balzac agreed. Ten years before, when he had helped Felix Davin 
prepare an introduction to a collection of his novels, he had realized 
that his aim was directed toward a complete conspectus of human 
society in which each book would represent one stage of the structure. 
The problem now was to find a title that would express the compre- 
hensive scope of the work. He dallied with various suggestions until 
finally luck came to his aid. De Belloy, his friend and former editorial 
secretary, had just returned from Italy, where he had been studying 
Italian literature and had read the Divtna Commedia in the original 
text. This gave Balzac the idea of presenting the collected stories as 
a worldly comedy in contrast to Dante’s divine comedy, the soci- 
ological structure in contrast to the theological one. Eureka! What 
title could be more fitting than La comedie humaine! 

Balzac was enthusiastic and the publishers were equally pleased. 
They requested him, however, to provide an introduction to the col- 
lected edition that would explain to the public why he had chosen this 
new title, which his readers might otherwise be inclined to regard as 
somewhat pretentious. Balzac was reluctant to do this, since there 
was more lucrative work awaiting his pen, and suggested that Felix 
Davin’ s old preface to the Etudes de moeurs au interne siecle would 
sufficiently enlighten his readers as to his aims and intentions. Nine- 
tenths of it had been written by himself. Then he proposed the name 
of George Sand, who was well-disposed toward him and might be 
kind enough to contribute the new introduction on which the pub- 
lishers insisted. Finally he was persuaded, very much against his will, 
by a tactful letter from Hetzel, who exhorted him not to repudiate his 
own child and offered some really useful indications as to how the 
preface might be composed? 
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“Make it as modest and objective as you can. That is the only way you 
can show your just pride in having achieved what you have achieved 
Speak quite cdkaly. Imagine that you are an old man looking at yourself 
down the vista of the years, speak like one of your own characters, and 
you will produce something of indispensable value. So get down to work, 
mon gros pere, and forgive a humble publisher for having talked to 
Your Greatness in this way. You know that I have done so with the 
best intentions/’ 

Balzac sat down and wrote the celebrated preface to the Comedie 
humaine. It is, indeed, more tranquilly objective than we would 
normally have expected from him. With practical sagacity he 
recognized that HetzeFs advice was eminently sensible, and he suc- 
ceeded in finding the golden mean between the grandeur of his theme 
and the personal modesty which he had been recommended to exer- 
cise. When he confessed to Madame de Hanska that these sixteen 
pages of introduction had cost him more effort than a whole novel, he 
was probably not exaggerating. He expounded in it a system of 
human society which he compared with the systems of Geoffroi St. 
Hilaire and Buffon. Just as in nature the various species of animals 
develop into more specialized creatures according to their environ- 
ment, so human beings develop under the influence of their social 
environment. If one wishes to write a "History of the Human Heart*’ 
containing some three to four thousand characters, each stratum of 
society, each of its forms and passions, must be represented in at least 
one character, and the artist’s creative power must be devoted to link- 
ing the individual figures and episodes in such a way that they "con- 
stitute a complete story, of which each chapter is a novel and each 
novel an epoch/’ 

In view of the infinite variety of human nature the artist needs only 
to observe, and here Balzac develops the core of his theme: 

Chance is the greatest of all novelists. In order to be creative one only 
has to study it. French society is the real historian, and I have merely 
tried to guide its pen. By taking an inventory of its virtues and vices, 
selecting the most important of social occurrences, and forming types 
by the combination of several similarly constituted characters, I have 
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perhaps managed to write the history of morals which so many historians 
have forgotten to do. 

It was his endeavor to produce for the France of the nineteenth 
century a work such as had, unfortunately, not been bequeathed to 
posterity by Rome, Athens, Memphis, Persia, or India He wanted to 
portray the society of his century and at the same time reveal its 
secret motive causes Here Balzac openly proclaimed that the novelist’s 
task is one of realism, but he expressly added that though the novel 
has no meaning if it does not adhere to truth in every detail, it must 
at the same time unconsciously voice the demand for a better world. 
In broad outline he unfolded his plan: 

The Scenes from Private Life depict childhood and youth, with the 
false steps to which they are prone. The Scenes from Provincial Life 
show the age of passion, calculation, self-interest, and ambition The 
Scenes from Patman Life portray finally the various tastes and vices, with 
all the unbridled forms of behavior which are characteristic of the 
manners and morals of capital cities — for it is there that good and evil 
meet and have their strongest repercussions. 

. . . After having described the life of society in these three sections, I 
was still confronted with the task of showing the kmd of existence led 
by those who are subject to exceptional conditions, in whom the interests 
of all or several merge, and who stand, so to speak, outside the law 
This led me to write the Scenes from Political Life . And after com- 
pleting this vast picture of society , was I not obliged to reveal it function- 
ing m the most violent of its aspects — when it steps out of itself for 
the purpose either of defense or conquest? This I have done in the 
Scenes from Military Life, that part of my work which is still least 
complete I have, however, left room for it m this edition, so that it may 
be included when the time is ripe. Finally, the Scenes from Rural Life, 
which will come at the end of my long labors, if I may so call the social 
drama which is here presented. In this part will be found the purest of 
my characters and the application of the great principles of order, politics, 
and morals. 

Balzac concluded his preface by sounding a mighty chord: 

The immeasurable scope of a plan which embraces not only a history 
and criticism of society, but also an analysis of its evils and an exposition 
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of its principles, justifies me, so I believe, in giving my work the title 
under which it now appears, La come die humame. Is it too presump- 
tuous? Is it indeed justified? When the whole work has been completed 
the public will decide. 


* ★ * 

, - Posterity has announced its verdict The title was not presumptuous, 
even though the work as we have it today has remained a torso. Death 
struck down Balzac’s hand while he was still engaged in shaping it 
into the perfect whole which he intended. In accordance with his 
habit of drawing bills to be met at a later date, he outstripped the 
actual facts when he spoke of "three to four thousand characters/' 
The Come die humame contains only — on e he sitates to use the word 
" only” — some tw o t hou sand characters. The others, however, were 
already in process of creation within the recesses of Balzac’s inex- 
haustible brain, as is evident from a list prepared in 1845 in which he 
enumerated by name the novels published up to that date together 
with those which still remained to be written. We read it today with a 
melancholy equal to that which we feel on perusing a list of the lost 
t dramas of Sophocles or the pictures that we shall never see of 
I Leonardo da Vinci. Of the hundred and forty-four titles mentioned* 

1 no less than fifty have remained mere names, but the plan is sufficient 
to show the supreme architectonic skill with which he had already 
worked out in his mind to the last detail his vast structural design 
of the multifarious forms of human society. 

The first novel was to have been called Les enfants, while the 
second and third would have had as their milieu a girls’ and a boys’ 
boarding-school respectively. A separate volume was to be devoted 
to the theater, and Balzac intended to reveal what went on behind 
the scenes in diplomacy, the government offices, the academic world, 
and the political parties. In more than twelve novels, of which only 
Les Chouans saw the light of day, he proposed to depict the French 
army’s Iliad during the Napoleonic era — the campaign in Egypt, the 
battles of Aspern and Wagram, the retreat from Moscow, the Battle 
of the Nations at Leipzig, the fighting in France, and even the hulks 
in which French prisoners of war were confined. The peasant, the 
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judge, and the Inventor were each to have their separate volumes, 
and these descriptive studies were to be supplemented by explana- 
tory and analytical essays — a Pathology of Social Life, an Anatomy 
of the Teaching Body, and a Philosophical and Political Dialogue 
on the Perfection of the Nineteenth Century . 

There can be no doubt that he would have produced these works 
if he had lived. With a visionary power such as he possessed, any- 
thing which was present in his imagination invariably took shape 
and form. He lacked only time to complete his plan, and of that he 
never had enough in his short, crowded life. 

Balzac must have been imbued with a feeling of tranquil pride 
when he thus announced to the world the publication of his life- 
work. For the first time he revealed the goal toward which he was 
moving and drew a line of demarcation between himself and his 
contemporaries, none of whom had the courage or the pretension 
to conceive of such a tremendous task. He ha d already achiev ed four- 
fifths of what he had planned . A few years mojre, and the structure 
would be complete. With the issue of the final volume of the Comedie 
humaine, and with his affairs m order, he would be free to apply 
his energies to an ambition which had hitherto eluded him. He would 
be able to rest, live, enjoy, and be happy. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

Warning Signs 


B ALZAC had hoped that Madame de Hanska would wait 
merely for her year of widowhood to be over before 
i fulfilling the pledge they had made, but month after 
month went by before she yielded to his urgent pleading 
and allowed him to join her m St. Petersburg. She was in a difficult 
situation. Balzac was too well known to be able to travel to Russia 
without attracting attention. Since the days of the Empress Catherine 
no French writer of world fame had sojourned in the city on the 
Neva, and his arrival was bound to create something of a sensation. 
All eyes would be upon him, and on her too, since she was a mem- 
ber of high society and was received by the Tsar; there was no way 
of avoiding gossip. Balzac's visits while her husband was alive could 
be interpreted as social calls upon the family. A journey to see his 
widow, however, would be looked upon as an official confirmation of 
their engagement; and even if Madame de Hanska had been as anxious 
for marriage as he was, which was far from being the case, she was 
by no means free to pursue her inclinations. According to the laws 
then prevailing in Russia, marriage to a foreigner required the sanc- 
tion of the Tsar. Property could not be transferred abroad without 
special permission. She was therefore not at liberty to dispose of her 
wealth as she wished, as Balzac innocently imagined, and as would 
have been possible in any other country but Russia. To employ a 
modern expression, her money was in the form of 'Block roubles” 
which could not be taken across the frontier unless resort was made 
to illegal methods. The opposition of her family did not make things 
any easier. Her Aunt Rosalie in particular ignored the genius in 



BALZAC 


332 

Balzac and saw only an impoverished foreigner with a dissolute 
reputation who was out fortune-hunting and doing his best to turn 
the head of a rich widow Eva might — we do not know — have sum- 
moned up the resolution to overcome the resistance of her aristocratic 
relatives, but she had to think of her unmarried daughter, on whom 
she doted. If she contracted a mesalliance, Russian society would 
turn its back on both her and her daughter, whose prospects of mar- 
riage would suffer accordingly. 

So it was not, as has so often falsely been said, either ill-will or 
aloofness that led her to keep Balzac waiting so long. It was, on the 
contrary, an act of courage to permit him to make the journey to St. 
Petersburg at all, since at the very least it afforded an indication of 
their intentions Balzac knew quite well that he could not make her 
change her mind by letters alone and that he must speak to her 
personally if she were to be overwhelmed by his powers of persua- 
sion, as she had once been in Geneva. He sold every manuscript that 
could be turned into money, as well as an unwritten play or two, and 
on the 17th of July, after an unpleasant sea voyage, he disembarked 
in the Russian capital. 

It must have been a strange reunion in the elegant salon of the 
Kutaisov palace when Balzac and Madame de Hanska met again 
after eight years. He had not changed much. He had grown a little 
stouter and there were a few gray streaks in his hair, but his manner 
was as eager and forceful as ever. Imaginative natures possess the 
secret of eternal youth. In the life of a woman, however, eight years 
are a long time. Even in the miniature which Daffinger had painted 
of her in Vienna, and which was certainly intended to be flattering, 
she looked matronly. If Balzac's letters are to be believed, she 
appeared to him younger and more beautiful than ever, in spite of 
the fact that she had borne seven children, and he acted as if his 
sensual desire for her had grown more tempestuous after their 
long parting. Perhaps she had hoped that when he saw her in the 
flesh, instead of as he had pictured her to himself during the long 
years between, he would desist from his purpose, but this was by 
no means what happened. He urged her to marry him, all his plans 
had been made, and he even carried in his pocket the necessary 



WARNING SIGNS 333 

documents which would authorize the consul to perform the cere- 
mony. 

She continued to put him off She did not, it seems, give him a 
pointblank refusal, but informed him that marriage was out of the 
question as long as her daughter had not found a husband. This 
meant, at any rate, that there was a definite date to which he could 
look forward Another year, or two years, at the utmost. Jacob had 
served seven years for Rachel, and another seven years after that. 
Balzac had already waited his seven years for the demise of Mon- 
sieur de Hanski Now there was to be a second period of waiting 
until the daughter was safely settled. 

There are few records of Balzac’s stay at St. Petersburg. During 
the summer the nobility lived on their estates in the country, and the 
capital was empty. He appears to have seen very little and does not 
even mention the Hermitage and its pictures. Presumably his mind 
contained room for nothing but the one single purpose that had 
brought him to Russia, and when he left, this time returning to 
Paris by the overland route via Berlin, he had at least a promise in 
his pocket. 

★ * * 

He was back in Paris by November and, as usual, plunged straight 
into a whirlpool. Four months had been lost in his constant race 
with time, and things had not gone well in his absence. His mother, 
who had been looking after his affairs, '"continues to torment me 
like a veritable Shy lock,” His play, Pamela Giraud, had been pro- 
duced while he was away, and he had relied upon it not only to 
cover his expenses in Russia, but also to enable him to enjoy a 
period of leisure on his return. He was still en route for home when 
he learned of its failure. Though not so banal as Vautrin, and less 
meretricious than Les ressources de Qmnola , , the critics could not 
forget the grudge they bore him for his attacks on the corruption of 
the Paris press and they assailed it so vigorously that the piece had 
to be taken off. The fates seemed leagued against him. His shares 
in the Northern Railway, to speculate in which he had obtained 
money from some unknown source, had fallen on the Stock Exchange, 
and his worries were not lessened by the difficulties connected with 
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the liquidation of his property at Les fardies. Once more he was 
faced with total financial collapse and had to pay for his brief respite 
with nights of labor. 

His misfortune was again our fortune. His failure in the theater 
forced him to return to the novel and further volumes of the Comedie 
humaine followed in rapid sequence, beginning with revised editions 
of Scenes de la me pttvee and Scenes de la vie panstenne . He ne- 
gotiated for the serial publication of Les paysanSj on which he had 
been working for years and which was to be one of his most im- 
portant books, but there was always a risk when he delayed too long 
in completing any of his plans. He had already calculated that at sixty 
centimes a line, the highest rate he had yet received, he would draw 
fourteen thousand francs from the sale of the serial rights to La 
Presse and a further twelve thousand from the book rights. La Presse 
had printed the preliminary announcements and he had written a 
number of chapters, when suddenly he had a breakdown. The spring 
had been overwound. Even Balzac’s strength had its limits, and his 
vitality could no longer meet the inexhaustible demands he had made 

on it. 

<0 

y (The undermining of his health had begun slowly. The trunk still 
presented an appearance of gigantic strength and bore fruit in abun- 
dance; its foliage was renewed every year, but the worm was already 
gnawing at its core. Complaints of waning vigor revealed the change 
that was taking place, as in April 1844: 

*T have sunk into a phase of irresistible, comforting sleep. My physical 
powers refuse to obey my will. They demand a rest. They no longer 
react to coffee. I have poured down streams of it in order to finish 
Modeste Mignon, but with no more effect than if I had been drinking 
water. I wake up at three o’clock and fall asleep again. I breakfast at 
eight, am overcome once more with a desire to sleep, and doze off.” 

His facial muscles would spasmodically contract, he was afflicted with 
swellings, headaches, and nervous twitching of the eyes, and he began 
to doubt whether he would possess the strength to write the second 
part of Les paysans : 

*1 have entered upon a stage of dreadful nervous suffering, of a malady 
of the stomach caused by the excessive addiction to coffee. I have to take 
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a complete rest. These unprecedented, ghastly pains have been torment- 
ing me for three days At the first attack I thought it was only a passing 
affliction. . . . Oh! I am indescribably weary. This morning I worked 
out the sum total of what I have produced during the past two years — 
four volumes of the Come die humaine . In twenty days or so from now I 
shall no longer be good for anything except to get Into a stagecoach and 
go away from here.” 

And later he wrote: 

"Here I am, exhausted like Jacob after he had wrestled with the angel. 
There are six volumes and more still to be written. The whole of France 
has its eyes and ears turned toward this forthcoming work. From the 
reports of the booksellers* traveling agents and the letters I receive there 
can be no doubt of this fact. La Presse has acquired another five thousand 
subscribers. The public is waiting for me — and I feel like an empty 

sack.” % ) 

J 

It was not merely a matter of physical fatigue His mind, too, 
was worn out. "Avoir du repos ” to be able to rest, that was his 
urgent need. He felt that only Madame de Hanska could bring him 
salvation: 

"There are moments when one veritably loses one’s reason owing to one’s 
expectations being screwed to such a pitch, and that is the condition to 
which I have been reduced. My whole life has been so concentrated on 
the achievement of this goal that I feel inwardly shattered.” 

He could take little interest in what he was writing, for his thoughts 
were far away. Instead of shaping the destinies of his characters he 
was dreaming of the way he would shape his own life: 

"In 1846 we shall possess one of the most delightful houses in Paris, 
and I shall no longer be a single sou in debt. My work on the Comedie 
humaine will earn me in time half a million francs, not counting the 
further royalties I shall realize on it, which will amount to about as much 
again. Therefore, my beautiful lady, I shall be an excellent matrimonial 
match with a million francs and more to my name if I live long enough. 
If, as you put it, I shall not exactly be marrying a poor girl when I marry 
you, neither will you be marrying a poor youth We shall be a charming 
old couple, but when two people are in love that doesn’t matter. . * . 
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Only it will be wretched for whichever of us outlives the other! life will 
be bitter for the survivor/* 


¥ ¥ ¥ 

To return, however, to the year 1844. A gleam of hope lit up 
the horizon. Madame de Hanska made up her mind to quit her 
Ukrainian wilderness and move to Dresden. In July her daughter 
Anna was engaged to a wealthy young nobleman, George Mmszech, 
and the optimistic Balzac assumed that the last obstacle was now 
removed. The time had come for Jacob to bring home his bride But 
he was to suffer a further disappointment. Madame de Hanska 
adhered to her resolve to spend the winter in Dresden with her 
daughter and her future son-in-law, and Balzac's requests to be 
allowed to visit her there were in vain. Whether she was still afraid 
of the Russian compatriots or kinsmen whom she might meet m 
the German city, whether she had acquired a distaste for his physi- 
cal presence, or whether she was anxious to postpone their marriage 
beyond the date that he regarded as fixed, is a matter for specula- 
tion. At any rate she refused to let him join her, and the one token 
of her confidence that she deigned to convey to him was to entrust 
him with a mission which caused him considerable inconvenience* 

She sent him her companion, her daughter's former Swiss gov- 
erness, Henriette Borel, the "Lirette” of their early correspondence. 
Henriette had suddenly announced her intention of leaving the De 
Hanski household to enter a convent. It was an astonishing decision 
for a Swiss Calvinist, and there was evidently some obscure motive 
behind it. The death of Monsieur de Hanski had apparently come as 
a severe shock to her, either because she felt particularly attached 
to him in some way or because she experienced pangs of conscience 
for the part she had taken in bringing about his wife's act 
of adultery. Whatever the cause, the relations between her and 
Madame de Hanska had become strained and had developed on 
her part into a secret hostility. This is indicated in Balzac's Cousine 
Bette in which he used her to some extent for a model. Madame 
de Hanska no longer needed her services, and the unwelcome task 
of helping the hysterical, elderly spinster to carry out her purpose 
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was assigned to Balzac. He treated her with consideration, for he 
felt under an obligation to her, and Madame de Hanska had requested 
him to see that all the necessary steps were taken to arrange for her 
reception into the Roman Catholic church. He wasted precious time 
visiting important ecclesiastics and monastic authorities, and eventu- 
ally his efforts were successful. He attended the ceremony of talcing 
the veil, and his accessory in the opening chapters of the novel 
UEtrangere disappeared behind convent walls. 

At last, in the spring of 1845, received word that Madame de 
Hanska wished to see him. Flinging his manuscripts into a drawer, 
with complete unconcern about the thousands of readers who were 
waiting for the continuation of the serials on which he was engaged, 
or the editors whose wrath at his unreliability would be increased 
by the knowledge that they had paid him his fee in advance, he 
abandoned everything and went to Dresden. His own life story was 
more important than the stories he was inventing for the delectation 
of others He left his mother to struggle with his creditors and the 
editor Girardin to pacify his readers. He had had enough of work 
and wanted to live, just as other people were able to do. 

There are no letters to tell us of Balzac’s thoughts and experiences 
in Dresden, but they must have been happy, carefree days for him. 
He got on excellently with the young Count Mniszech and with 
Anna. Mniszech was not particularly clever or adroit. He was, in 
fact, rather silly, and his chief passion was collecting insects; but he 
was good-tempered and, like the pleasure-loving Anna, always ready 
to join in a laugh. It can well be imagined that Balzac was a godsend 
to them in their boredom. He enjoyed with them the lighter side of 
life, and in remembrance of a comedy he had once seen in Paris he 
dubbed his little circle the " Saltimbanques ” the buffoons. They 
wandered round Europe like a company of comedians, except that 
instead of having an audience to entertain they let the world enter- 
tain them. 

They traveled together to Kannstadt, Karlsruhe, and Strasbourg. 
He even persuaded Madame de Hanska to visit Paris, though she had 
to do so incognito since it was forbidden territory for Russian sub- 
jects, whom the Tsar would not permit to sojourn on the revolutionary 
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soil of France Balzac, however, was a master in the art of overcoming 
obstacles of this kind Madame de Hanska received a travel permit in 
the guise of his sister, while Anna appeared as Eugenie, his niece. In 
Paris he rented a small house for them in the me Basse and took 
hearty delight in showing them the attractions of the capital. He was 
an incomparable guide and shared their pleasure in seeing Paris with 
fresh eyes. In August they moved on to Fontainebleau, to Orleans, 
and to Bourges. He conducted them round Tours, his native town, 
and from there they went to Rotterdam, The Hague, Antwerp, and 
Brussels, where a halt was made while Balzac returned for a short 
spell to Paris. In September he hastened to join them again at Baden- 
Baden, where they stayed for a fortnight. Then they started off on a 
trip to Italy In October they were at Marseille, en route to Naples. 

All this time he did not do a stroke of work. Friends, publishers, 
and editors were forgotten. All that mattered was that he was with 
the woman he intended to marry and that he was free. Even the 
Comedte humatne was of no consequence. With his tremendous 
capacity for receiving and communicating impressions he must have 
enjoyed himself enormously. After years of ceaseless creative activity 
when he had given of himself without stint, he was replenishing his 
spirit and renewing his strength. He was happy, and therefore he 
was silent. As an artist he created only when circumstances forced 
him to do so. 

His debts and the other obligations to which he was committed 
during this interlude are veiled in obscurity. So far as can be ascer- 
tained (and no one has ever succeeded in finding his way through the 
labyrinthine maze of Balzac s financial affairs), it is improbable that 
his expenses were defrayed out of his own pocket. There seems to 
have been some arrangement between them for sharing their posses- 
sions. Madame de Hanska had not yet made up her mind to marry 
him, but she was willing to link her life and destiny with his for a 
year or two without prejudice to her ultimate decision. She found 
it wonderful to be able to travel around in this carefree way with 
Balzac, her daughter, and her future son-in-law. Perhaps all she was 
afraid of was to be alone with him. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Balzac the Collector 


I F THE letters which Balzac wrote during 1845 and 1846 were 
submitted to someone who had never heard of him and who 
was asked for his opinion as to their author’s profession and 
inclinations, he would reply with considerable confidence that 
they had been written by an antique dealer or a picture collector Pos- 
sible alternative suggestions would be a speculator in real estate or a 
house-agent. It would never occur to him that they had been penned 
by a novelist. Balzac was far less absorbed in the completion of the 
Comedte humame than m thoughts of the house he was going to 
build for his prospective bride out of her inheritance and the fruits 
of his own labors. 

This time too he put the cart before the horse, or rather, he put the 
empty cart in front of the spot where the horse was going to stand. In 
1845 he owned neither a house nor a site on which to erect one, and 
he certainly did not have the money to acquire a plot of land suitable 
for the mansion he had in mind. (Y et he applied himself eagerly to 
furnishing his castle in the air. He was seized by a mania for collect- 
ing bric-a-brac. The home to which he was going to bring his bride 
must be a treasure house, a picture gallery, and a museum rolled into 
one, and he set to work to rival the Louvre, the Hermitage, the 
Uffizi, and the royal palaces of Europe. He wanted Holbeins, 
Raphaels, Van Dycks, Rembrandts, and Watteaus to hang on his 
walls, precious carpets for the floor of his salon, antique furniture, 
and dainty porcelain. He dreamed of all the wonders that sprang 
from Aladdin's lamj| 

It was naturally something of a problem to amass a valuable col- 
lection of works of art without an adequate supply of capital, but 

339 
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Balzac’s solution was very simple He bought up all the miscellaneous 
junk that caught his eye in the secondhand shops and then announced 
his discovery of an old master or a marvelous piece of ancient crafts- 
manship. The bent for speculation that he had inherited from his 
mother found an outlet in the hunt for antiques, and m every town 
he came to he went rummaging round in search of bargains. <[ He 
seemed to be in the grip of an obsession he could not control. At one 
place he would buy pictures and at another he would buy frames; 
sometimes he would become the proud owner of a number of vases, 
at others it would be candelabra. From Germany, Italy, and Holland 
crates arrived with treasures for his future abode. /Not having the 
slightest notion of the real value of his purchases, he was at the 
mercy of any tyro in the trade, but he acted as if he were in a trance. 
His mind was dominated by the conviction that he was going to 
make vast profits, and his letters to Madame de Hanska were a suc- 
cession of bulletins keeping her abreast of his latest finds. 

Madame de Hanska herself was not exactly a thrifty-minded 
woman. Both she and her daughter went in for an orgy of shopping, 
and the jewelers of the rue de la Paix did well out of them. She was 
fond in particular of expensive articles for the toilet-table, inlaid in 
gold, but though she reckoned in large sums she did count the cost. 
It appears that she had placed about a hundred thousand francs at 
Balzac’s disposal — which they called the "tresor Loup-loup ” after 
the nickname for him which they used in their correspondence — in 
order that he might buy and furnish a house, and his basic idea was, 
as usual, reasonable. He wanted to acquire good antique pieces, and 
if he had been content to wait until favorable opportunities occurred 
to pick up bargains he could not only have obtained a handsome 
house for the money, but could have furnished it with a good deal of 
comfort and even luxury. He could not wait, however, and once he 
had begun to buy things he could not leave off. From an occasional 
purchaser he developed with startling rapidity into a collector with 
a passion for speculative buying. Throughout his life there was 
always a very fine line of demarcation between cool reasoning and 
foolish extravagance. Madame de Hanska grew uneasy and warned 
him to be cautious, but he proved to her with a wealth of detailed 
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calculation how shrewdly he was going about his task and how 
economically he was expending the money she had placed at his 
disposal. 

The reader of his letters will find that his constant and ingenious 
efforts at self-deception tend to become wearisome, but there is a 
certain amusement to be derived from following up one of his trans- 
actions and seeing how he proposed to make a profit on it. For 
instance, he bought an old china dinner service for nine people and 
announced triumphantly: 

"I got it for three hundred francs Dumas gave four thousand for a 
similar set. It is worth at least six thousand.” 

Eventually he had to admit that what he had thought was Chinese 
porcelain had been manufactured in Holland: 

"It isjno more Chinese than I am/' 

And he added sadly: 

"Believe me, collecting bric-a-brac is a science.” 

This did not deter him from continuing to pursue this difficult science 
with a light heart On one day alone, the 15th of February, 1846, 
he picked up one bargain after another: 

"For three whole hours I wandered around and made purchases. First: 
a yellow cup (for five francs; it is worth at least ten, a marvelous piece 
of craftsmanship). Secondly: a cup in blue Sevres, Empire style, which 
had been offered to Talma ; with an incredible wealth of coloring and a 
bouquet of flowers that must alone have cost twenty-five ducats (I got it 
for a mere twenty francs). Thirdly: six armchairs of truly royal work- 
manship. I shall keep four of them and have the other two made into a 
settee The gilding is superb 1 They will almost be enough to furnish the 
small salon (for two hundred and forty francs).” 

On the same day he found in the course of his wanderings: 

"Two Sevres vases — they must have cost between five and six hundred 
francs (don’t whisper a word to anyone, I got them for thirty-five!). It 
is the biggest bargain I have ever struck. People do not know their 
Paris. With time and patience there is nothing you cannot find here, 
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and cheap to boot. When you see the royal cup of yellow porcelain 
that I picked up for five francs you will refuse to believe me/* 

At the same time he was negotiating for a chandelier: 

"It once belonged to the German Emperor and weighs two hundred 
pounds It is of solid brass, and the metal alone is worth two francs, 
twenty centimes a kilogram. I shall get the chandelier for the bare cost 
of the metal — four hundred and fifty francs.” 

So it was really not costing him anything. In fact, the whole house 
would be furnished in this way: 

"You will live like a queen, surrounded by all the princely splendor 
the arts can provide, amid the greatest possible wealth and elegance, 
and moreover we shall still retain the capital value.” 

He was convinced that he could find cheaper bargains than anyone 
else: 

"I want you to realize what a good manager and businessman your 
Loup-loup is I am ransacking every corner of Paris. The really good 
things are doubling in price every day ” 

Occasionally he made a blunder which even he could not help ad- 
mitting: 

"I have discovered a miniature of Madame de Sevigne, painted at the 
time of Louis XIV, for a hundred francs. Would you like it? It is a 
masterpiece.” 

On the following day he acknowledged his error: 

"The miniature is really dreadful.” 

Luckily, however, he had already drawn another prize out of the bag: 

"I have found a portrait of your great-aunt, Marie Leczmska, Queen of 
France, an extraordinarily good likeness by Coypel, or at any rate by one 
of his pupils. I said to myself: 'We’ve got to have that, Loup-loupF I 
bought it for no more than the value of the frame.” * 

A week later he knew that it was not a Coypel, but "only” a Lancret 
Fortunately he could sell the frame to a dealer for eighty francs, and 
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the whole thing had only cost him a hundred and thirty. Sometimes 
one wonders whether he was not a little crazy when one finds him 
writing in this strain: 

"The little landscape is a Ruysdael Miville envies me my Natoire and the 
Holbein I picked up for three hundred and fifty francs.” 

This was at a time when in Le cousin Pons he was discussing the 
great value of Holbein’s pictures, each of which was worth so and so 
many thousand francs, and it seems incredible that he should never 
once have asked himself why the picture dealers should be so foolish 
as to let him purchase one for so paltry a sum. He does not appear to 
have considered the problem m this light, but went blithely on his 
way dreaming and snapping up neglected treasures. There was a fan- 
tastic opportunity waiting for him at every street corner. * "Paris is 
literally paved with bargains like these 1 ” 

The reverse of the medal was revealed when Balzac’s possessions 
were sold by auction at the Hotel Drouot after his wife’s death. 
Nothing was said about Holbeins and Ruysdaels, and nowhere today 
is there to be found a painting of any noteworthy significance marked 
""from the Balzac Collection.” The prices attained for his most prized 
specimens were ludicrous Apart from his experience with Les Jar- 
dies, which cost him a hundred thousand francs and had to be dis- 
posed of for fifteen thousand, there was at least one episode which 
ought to have taught him how much easier it is to buy than to sell. 

On the 21st of December, 1843, he had seen in an antique shop 
a writing-table and an old chest which were probably typical Italian 
products such as could be found by the score. With the magic in- 
tuition that enabled him to recognize an ordinary looking dock in a 
heap of bric-a-brac as having once ""belonged to Queen Henrietta of 
England,” he asserted without hesitation: 

"They are superb pieces from a palace — the escritoire and chest which 
were made for Maria de Medici in Florence. They bear her coat-of-arms 
and are of solid ebony inlaid with mother-of-pearl, with a richness and 
delicacy of design that would have sent the late Monsieur Sommerard 
into raptures. I was quite nonplused They ought really to be m the 
Louvre.” 
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This was a characteristic example of the way in which Balzac’s 
intuition was indissolubly bound up with his zest for speculation. 
His enthusiasm was mingled with the desire to make a profit, though 
his first instinct was an aesthetic one, not untinged with patriotism: 

"These mementos of a queen who was the patron of Rubens must be 
rescued from the hands of the bourgeois! I shall write an article of 
twenty pages about them/ 5 

In the same breath he added: 

"From the speculative point of view there is a profit of a thousand francs 
to be made/ 5 

On the following day he acquired the two pieces of furniture for 
thirteen hundred and fifty francs, and his pleasure was enhanced by 
a further flash of insight: 

"I have made a wonderful historical discovery and shall ascertain fee 
exact details this very morning. It is only the chest which belonged to 
Maria de Medici The escritoire bears the coat-of-arms of Concim or of 
the Due d’Epernon, but it also has the two letters *M’ in a charmingly 
intertwined border 1 This proves that there was an intimate relationship 
between Maria de Medici and one or other of her favorites. She pre- 
sented him with her chest and also had an escritoire made for him. The 
Marshal d’Ancre — though he cut a ridiculous figure as a Marshal — had 
it inlaid with cannon and other military emblems in mother-of-pearl/ 5 

The only grain of truth in this rigmarole was that Concini, who 
later became the Marshal d’Ancre, did in fact enjoy the favors of the 
queen. All the rest was a figment of Balzac’s imagination, but it at 
once increased the value of his find and he was not at a loss for a 
prospective purchaser: 

"The chest alone is worth four thousand francs. I shall sell it to the King 
for the Muses de Sommer ard , but I intend to keep the escritoire/ 5 

The profit, of course, would be invested in further purchases: 

"If I can get three thousand francs from Louis Philippe for the chest, 
I shall be very pleased. I shall have made a profit of sixteen hundred 
and fifty francs, which will provide me with a small fund to continue 
my explorations in the world of bric-a-brac and add to our treasures/ 5 
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Madame de Hanska was dubious about the wisdom of these trans- 
actions and she admonished him for his “furniture craze,” to which 
he replied: 

"I hare given instructions that one of the two celebrated pieces is to be 
sold at the puce I paid for both of them. I shall therefore be obtaining 
the other for nothing and shall have something in hand to pay for a 
candelabrum/* 

As a shrewd man of business he made use of the advertising pow- 
ers of the press: 

"In the near future you will probably see from the newspapers that my 
discovery has caused a sensation!" 

On the nth of February there appeared in the Messager a notice 
composed by Balzac himself: 

One of our most famous authors, who is a great connoisseur of antiques, 
has by chance brought to light a piece of furniture of supreme historical 
interest The article in question is a chest that once adorned the bed- 
chamber of Maria de Medici This piece of furniture, one of the most 
superb works of art that it is possible to conceive, is of solid ebony. . , . 

The King does not appear to have been impressed by the choice 
specimen that had once belonged to an illustrious Queen of France. 
Finally a few dealers, lured by the advertisement in the newspaper, 
came to look at it. Balzac was in seventh heaven: 

"A purchaser has arrived. He is willing to give ten thousand francs for 
the two Florentine pieces, which he proposes to pass on to the Crown 
for twenty thousand. He has promised Dufour, the dealer, a thousand 
francs commission. But I intend to let only the chest go People are 
rushing from all sides, even antique dealers, and they are unanimous in 
their enthusiasm.” 

The enthusiasm of the throng of admirers, to say nothing of the 
prospective purchaser seems to have abated and when March went 
by without a sale being effected anyone else would have been per- 
suaded that his intuition had been at fault. Not so Balzac. On the 
contrary, he raised the price: 
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"The piece that I propose to retain is here now in my apartment. It is 
beyond all praise It is too marvelous and sublime to be described in 
words. I do not, by the way, intend to keep either piece indefinitely. 
Our best-known antique dealer estimates that this one is worth sixty 
thousand francs. The cabinet-maker who renovated the escritoire says 
that the workmanship alone is worth twenty-five thousand. He is of the 
opinion that it must have taken at least three years to make The inlaid 
arabesques are such as a Raphael would not be ashamed to acknowledge. 
I will see whether the Duke of Sunderland m London, or a Lord, or some 
Robert Peel or other will be willing to offer me three thousand pounds 
sterling for it. I would let it go at that price, which would be enough to 
pay off my debts. Until then, however, I shall keep it in my rooms.” 

Another month passed, and there was no sign of an offer from the 
English peerage. Balzac was not discouraged. With indomitable per- 
severance he hatched out a new plan. He would have an engraving 
made of the two pieces of furniture for reproduction in the Musee des 
Families. The magazine would pay him five hundred francs for the 
right of publication, and he could set this off against the price he had 
paid for the chest and the escritoire. 

Spring gave way to summer, and summer yielded to autumn. The 
Musee des Families did not print the engraving and no further pro- 
spective purchasers appeared on the horizon. In October there came a 
ray of hope: 

"Great news f Rothschild is interested in my Florentine furniture and is 
going to pay me a visit, doubtless with a view to inspecting the two 
pieces. I shall ask forty thousand francs.” 

Having been unable, in spite of his advertising effort, to find a buyer 
even after the lapse of twelve months, a mere polite gesture from 
the famous banker was enough to make him raise the price again. 
No more was heard of Rothschild’s alleged visit, but we find him 
talking about the Duke of Devonshire and sighing: 

"Oh, if only something should come of it! It would be a happy turn of 
events!” 

But nothing came of this either. He made a last attempt in the fol- 
lowing year with the King of Holland, and in desperation he named 
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the utterly ludicrous price of seventy thousand francs. He even mo- 
bilized his friend Theophile Gautier to help him carry out the deal: 

"I need Gautier to write an article on my two pieces of Florentine 
furniture. We have only a week in which to prepare the reproductions, 
proofs of which I shall send to the King of Holland. It will make a stir!” 

The stir did not materialize. He never managed to dispose of the 
chest or the escritoire, and he was spared from knowing how little 
was received for them when they were finally auctioned at the Hotel 
Drouot. 

★ ★ ★ 

Furniture^and china, crates and ch ests, accumulated and were not 
easy to preserve from the clutches of keen-eyed creditors It was time 
to think of procuring a house, which could be placed beyond their 
grasp by registering it in the name of Madame de Hanska. Balzac 
again started off in a comparatively modest way, for they were to lead 
an "existence excessivement simple” in Paris, though even so their 
expenses would be at least forty thousand francs a year. It could not 
be done more cheaply, he declared, since Victor Hugo spent twenty 
thousand and 'lives like a rat.” 

Buying a house, so far as Balzac was concerned, did not mean 
merely acquiring a place in which to dwell. It had also to be a good 
stroke of business: 

"The idea of owning a house has been in my mind these three years, and 
it sprang mainly from economic considerations. That the purchase of 
a house should be a profitable transaction is after all a very natural 
thought” 

He looked round, and whenever he saw anything suitable he invented 
some way of recouping part of the cost. There was a house in Passy 
priced at a hundred thousand francs He worked it out so that this in 
reality would amount only to sixty thousand: 

"They are going to build a new road in Passy in order to avoid the 
hill, and it will pass about twelve feet below the height on which the 
house stands. The authorities will have to buy part of the ground from 
us and we can obtain, so I have been informed, ten thousand francs as 
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compensation. Apart from that we could sell some of the land in the me 
Franklin for thirty thousand francs.” 

In December he inspected building sites at Mousseaux: 

"We could undoubtedly double our capital.” 

Then he discovered a house in the rue Montparnasse: 

"It would fit us like a glove.” 

There was only one trifling consideration to be taken into account: 

"It will have to be partly pulled down.” 

The interior would have to be completely remodeled and that would 
involve an outlay of a hundred and twenty thousand francs. How- 
ever, the cost could be recovered very easily by the simple process of 
* buying other sites which could be resold at a profit. It was a return 
| to the system of his earlier years when he bought a printing business 
i to keep his publishing firm on its feet and a type foundry to save his 
; printing business from collapse. 

In the spring his eyes roamed toward the countryside, where they 
would not only be able to live for nothing, but could bide their time 
in peace and quiet until land values rose m price. They merely had 
to wait and money would fall into their laps. Life was so simple! 

"A vineyard in Youvray will bring us in enough to live on and cost no 
more than twenty to twenty-five thousand francs.” 

Yet it was silly to buy a vineyard in Youvray when they could have 
a chateau in Touraine complete with vineyards, fruit trees, terraces, 
and a magnificent view over the Loire. It is true that this would 
appear to cost between two and three hundred thousand francs, but 
Balzac had worked it out very exactly and discovered that it would 
really cost them nothing at all: 

"You will leap for joy at what I am going to tell you! Moncontour is up 
for sale 1 A dream I have cherished for thirty years has been fulfilled, or 
at any rate might be fulfilled.” 

Eighty thousand francs at most would have to be paid down in cash, 
but part of the ground could be sold in single lots: 
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"The vineyards on the estate alone — according to the most accurate 
calculation based on the average yield over ten years — will bring m a 
guaranteed rate of interest of five per cent on the capital If we wish to 
dispose of ten acres of these vineyards they will easily realize from 
forty to fifty thousand francs. In this way we can cover the whole cost 
of purchase." 

He concluded this letter with a lyrical flourish: 

"Do you remember Moncontour, the pretty chateau with its two little 
towers mirrored in the Loire? It overlooks the whole of Tourame. . . 

A former schoolfriend began negotiations on his behalf, but even 
this project was apparently on too small a scale Balzac vigorously 
defended the thesis that the larger the property the cheaper the price: 

"The small estates are absurdly expensive, since there are so many people 
with moderate fortunes. To do a really big stroke of business you have 
to choose a really large property." 

Why not the chateau of Saint-Gratien? It belonged to Monsieur de 
Custine who had ruined himself over it — just as Balzac himself had 
done over Les Jardies: 

"Saint-Gratien cost him three hundred thousand francs, but he told me 
that he is prepared to sell it to the first comer for a hundred and fifty 
thousand. ... In the end he will have to give it away." 

Monsieur de Custine, however, was no Balzac, and it seems that he 
was not willing to give his chateau away after all. 

Balzac continued his search, and in the autumn of 1846 he at last 
found the home he was looking for. It was the Pavilion Beaujon in 
the me Fortunee, an eighteenth-century house that had once belonged 
to a wealthy fermier generale , a farmer of the state taxes, before the 
Revolution. To this new abode he transferred his sumptuous furni- 
ture, his precious china, his Holbeins and Ruysdaels, and his brass 
chandelier. It was to become the Musee Balzac , his own private 
Louvre, a monument to his skill in creating masterpieces of art out of 
nothing. But when Gautier later on inspected the house and cried out 
in astonishment that Balzac must have become a millionaire in a very 
short space of time, he replied sadly, ''No, my friend, I am poorer 
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than ever I was. None of this splendor belongs to me, I am merely 
the porter and caretaker of this mansion/' 

He did not take up residence immediately in the Pavilion Beaujon . 
For the time being, as a precaution against his creditors, he remained 
in his modest apartment at Passy where he kept his writing-table, 
and it is this simple house, not the Pavilion Beaujon with its carpets, 
bronzes, and candelabra, which is for us the true Musee BalzacTW is 
*an incontrovertible law of human existence that even the greatest 
men of genius desire to be admired for qualities that weigh lightly 
in the balance compared with their genuine achievement. In Balzac 
the collector we have an outstanding example of this strange law. 
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CHAPTER. TWENTY-THREE 

Last Novels 


D URING these two or three restless years Balzac lost, 

| temporarily at least, his primordial power to concentrate 
' on his creative work to the exclusion of everything else. 
He became a collector, not only literally, but in a more 
sublimated sense of the word He was accumulating not merely the 
solid comforts and luxuries with which he purposed to furnish his 
new home, but also experiences life had hitherto denied him — long 
hours of leisure, tranquil walks with the woman on whom his heart 
was set, and nights of love in an exotic land undisturbed by the 
menace of a husband in the background. The creative process took a 
new turn. Absorption in the development of a fictitious situation 
gave way to the search for a happy ending to the story of his own life. 

The effect can be seen in his writings. In the years immediately 
preceding this interlude he had produced TJne tenebreuse affaire, a 
magnificent political novel with its living picture of state intrigue; 
La rabomlleuse with its modern insight into sexual problems and the 
concluding part of Illusions perdues . These outstanding works 
were followed by Splendeurs et mi seres des courtis anes , in which the 
world of literature was linked with that of finance. The figure of 
Vautrin returned to the scene, and the themes of his earlier novels 
were combined as if in a great panorama. Despite occasional slips 
into sensationalism and encroachments on the sphere of the detective 
story, it was in this novel more than in any other that he succeeded in 
embedding the spirit of Paris and Parisian society. Yet he was unable 
to finish Les paysans, which was an attempt to treat the important 
sociological problem of the struggle between town and country. This 
antithesis, which in Paris was seen as an affair of the markets and the 
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stock exchan ge or as a theme in literature, retained in the country its 
original primitive form. It was not a matter of invisible or intangible 
values, but of the soil itself, of every single strip of ground. Balzac 
had been worki n g at this novel for years and he felt that it was 
destined to be of decisive significance within the framework of the 
Comedie humaine. He returned to it again and again, even tried to 
commit himself to its completion by publishing the first part, but he 
had to break off He applied his pen to less weighty subjects. The 
novel Beatrix, of which only the earlier chapters have any literary 
value, was provided with a sentimental ending lacking in any truth to 
life, and turned out trifles like Miser es de la vie conjugate, which was 
a rehash of his old Physiologie du manage though spiced with con- 
siderable wit and charm. The short story Modeste Mignon, for which 
Madame de Hanska (to whom he dedicated it) supplied the theme, 
might have been written by one of his imitators. There is no sign in 
it of the lion’s claws. He said himself once that it takes an artist some 
time to get his hand in again after having abandoned his workshop 
for any length of time. Balzac had neglected his work too long while 
searching for houses and rummaging in antique shops. In his letters 
at this time there were pages and pages without a single reference 
either to the books on which he was engaged or to his literary plans 
for the future. 

Balzac was well aware of the change in him. He knew that he had 
lost both his craftsman’s skill and his joy in work by allowing himself 
to indulge in the "indolent surrender to life itself,” and in January 
1846 he wrote to Madame de Hanska who was then in Naples: 

"My mind is inactive. ... I find everything boring and distasteful.” 

He was no longer perturbed at not being able to make any headway 
with Les paysans or Les petits bourgeois. He was writing merely 
with a view to liquidating his debts, and frequently one has the 
feeling that he had ceased to be interested in the artistic aspect. In 
March he suddenly abandoned everything and hastened to Rome. 

On his return to Paris he again wrote letter after letter to Madame 
de Hanska with the usual asseverations that now he would "have to 
work enormously.” He was once more possessed by the belief that if 
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he wrote day and night for three months, "without pause, or at the 
most an interruption of a fortnight during which we can get mar- 
ried he must inevitably succeed in paying off what remained of his 
debts — now a mere sixty thousand francs. There is still no mention 
of artistic inspiration. Finally, however, on the ist of June, he in- 
formed her: 

"During the last four days I have been seized by a consuming 
activity. . . /’ 

And on the 12th he reported: 

"I am working at the plan of Les paysans and, besides that, on a short 
story/" 

On the 14th he was able to announce the conception of two new 
works: 

"I am going to write the following. First, TJhistoire des parents pauvres? 
consisting of Le bonhomme Pons , which will take up three or four 
folios of the Come die humaine , and La cousine Bette , which will amount 
to sixteen folios Secondly, Les mefaits d’un procureur du rot ” 

The short story of which he had spoken two days before had now 
become two stories, but these were to assume a breadth and depth of 
which he was even then unaware. He still thought of them as short 
stories, not as novels, and he was considering them in terms of length, 
which meant that he was concerned simply with the fee he would 
receive for them. All at once, however, his old ambition was re- 
kindled. As he worked at the drafts he realized their potentialities 
and the joy in creative achievement came back to him. On the 16th 
of June he indicated the scope of his task: 

"The demand made upon me at this moment is that I should write two 
or three works of the first importance which will overthrow the false 
gods of that bastard literature and demonstrate that I am younger, fresher, 
and greater than ever I have been Le vieux musicien is the "poor rela- 
tion" who is crushed by misfortune, the man with a pure heart. La 
cousine Bette is the female "poor relation’ who is also pursued by un- 
happiness. She spends her life in the mansions of three qi four different^ 
families and takes her revenge for all her sufferings/" 
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, After all his babble about money matters, speculation in real 
estate, railway shares, and porcelain dinner services, it is pleasant to 
see the reawakening will to create works of art It is true that he 
clung to hisT disastrous system of negotiating with the publishers 
about his prospective fee before he had had time to see how long the 
book was going to be, but once this was done he flung himself into 
his work He returned to his old routine of turning night into day, 
fand there is a reference in one of his letters to the fact that he found 
, the diversions and excitements of daily life, particularly the constant 
arrival of consignments from the antique dealers, an irritating dis- 
- turbance: 

*1 wish that all these crates were unpacked and finished with The 
beautiful things that I am waiting to see, my anxiety to know in what 
condition they will arrive, all this has a very vivid effect on me, especially 
in my present excitable condition, exhausted as I am by the fever of 
inspiration and the inability to sleep. I hope to have finished Le vieux 
musicien by Monday if I rise at half -past one every morning as I did 
today. As you see, I have gone back to my old hours of work again/' 

The novel was written with a rapidity remarkable even for Balzac, 
and on the 20th of June we find him commenting in a way that was 
rare with him. '1 am very satisfied with he vieux musicien ” 

Then again we only hear that one of the pictures had been deliv- 
ered in a scratched condition or that one of the bronzes he had bought 
had turned out to be a fake, together with references to his debts and 
his tailors. On the 28th of June he gave vent to a cry of exultation 
such as had not been heard from him for years: 

>"My beloved heart! I have just finished the volume that I intend to 
call Le parasite, for that is the final title of the manuscript which I have 
hitherto referred to as Le bonhomme Pons , Le vieux musicien, etc. It is, 
for me at least, one of those works of the first rank which are of the 
utmost simplicity and include withm their span the whole of the human 
heart. It is as great as Le cure de Tours, even more lucid, and no less 
heart-rendmg. I am filled with enthusiasm and will send you the proofs 
immediately. 

I am now going to set to work on La c ousins Bet te^ a grim and formi- 
dable novel since the chief character will be a compound of traits taken 
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from my mother, Madame Desbordes-Valmore, and your Aunt Rosalie. 
It will relate the history of a whole series of families.” 

His angry feelings toward his mother and the fate of Lirette, the 
witness to his early illicit love for Madame de Hanska, were reflected 
in La cousine Bette. While he was engaged on this novel he was 
simultaneously occupied with correcting the proofs of Le cousin Pons , 
which meant, in accordance with his usual custom, practically rewrit- 
ing it The impatience of the artist merged with that of the business- 
man, and instead of rendering praise to heaven for endowing him 
with the genius to create a masterpiece within such a short space of 
time, he groaned at the slowness of his progress: 

"It is already the 15th of July, alas! ... I shall finish Les parents 
pauvres in the sweat of my brow It will bring me m about ten thousand 
francs, including its publication m book form.” 

It was impossible to keep to the date he had fixed, and by the end 
of August the book was still not finished, though on the 12th of that 
month alone he wrote no less than twenty-four pages. Scarcely had 
he put finis to the manuscript when the arduous labors of proof 
correction began, and the state of complete p hysic al exhaustion to 
w hich he wa s reduced h or r ifi ed his doctor, as Balzac himself has 
recorded: 

"Neither he nor any of his medical colleagues had conceived that it was 
possible to submit one’s brain to such immoderate exertion He told me 
that the result will be injurious, repeating the statement with a gloomy 
air. He implored me at least to interrupt for a time these 'cerebral 
excesses/ as he put it, and was horrified at the strain to which I had 
exposed myself in writing La cousine Bette , which took me no more 
than six weeks. He said: It is bound to end in_a catastrophe ’ I^do, as a 
matter of fact, feel that something has gone wrong with me I have to 
search for words in conversation, and sometimes it demands a great 
effort. It is really time that I took a rest.” 

In September, while still engaged in revising the proofs, he went 
to Wiesbaden, to refresh himself in the society of Madame de Han- 
ska. He was entitled to a rest, for duri ng that summer he had written 
his greatest masterp iece. The two novels, Le cousin Pons and La 
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cousine Bette , which sprang from his original conception of Les pa- 
brents pau vres, are hisjmost outstanding achievement. In the pnme'of 
’life he had reached the summit of his art. Never had his insight been 
■ more penetrating, his craftsmanship more assured, his treatment more 
ruthless. He had written these two books after a long interval of 
1 repose, and there was no trace in them of false idealism or mawkish 
sentimentality. They reflected the bitterness of actual experience, a 
real knowledge of the world. The scales had fallen from his eyes, 
and he was no longer impressed by the outward appearance of suc- 
cess or by manifestations of luxury and elegance. In Le pere Goriot 
and Illusions perdues he had already shown something of the 
same power to portray disillusionment that we see in Shakespeare’s 
King Lear, and his last two novels have all the trenchancy of Corio- 
lanus. 

Balzac was at his greatest whe n he stood abovejhis age, creating 
absolute values and unconcerned with any desire to meet the taste of 
his contemporaries. The fact that the scene both of Le cousin Ponj 
and La cousine Bette is set in Paris during the first half of the nine- 
teenth century is of no essential importance. It might be transferred 
to the France, the England, the Germany, or the United States of the 
present day, to any country and to any age, since Balzac is here con- 
ce rned with elemental passions . His gallery of characters obsessed by 
a fixed idea was enriched by the erotomaniac Baron Hulot and the 
collector Pons. After tha, rather theatrical courtesan Torpille in his 
Splendeurs et miseres des courtisanes, the fallen young woman par 
excellence who reminds us a little too closely of the Lady of the 
Camellias and was served up to suit the taste of the Parisians, he 
drew a picture of the born harlot, Madame Marneffe, the bourgeois 
wife who sells herself to every comer. As a foil he created the incom- 
parable Cousine Bette, a Lirette transferred to a demonic plane, the 
ageing spinster who derives no healthy enjoyment from life and can 
only envy others, taking a warped and evil pleasure in acting as a go- 
between in clandestine love affairs. The tragedy of the "poor rela- 
tion” is seen in Cousin Pons, who is only tolerated so long as he still 
retains something of his former luster, and the motive power of 
greed in the housekeeper Cibot. We are shown the cunning rogues 
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whose one desire is to make money and who cheat those who are 
innocent and pure of heart. The dramatic intensity of these last 
novels makes the figure of Vautrin in the earlier books appear almost 
melodramatic by contrast. Their realism, genuineness of feeling, and 
analysis of primitive passions have never been surpassed in French 
literature. 

★ a ★ 

It was a magnificent farewell to his art, by which we can measure 
the heights that the Comedie humaine would have touched if Balzac 
had been granted ten, or even five, more years of mature achieve- 
ment. In Les paysans he would have revealed the ultimate antithesis 
between town and country, the peasant as he really was, in the same 
way that he revealed Paris as it really was — not the perfumed land- 
scape of a Jean-Jacques Rousseau inhabited by simple children of 
Nature. In La batadle and the other stories of military life he would 
have depicted war in all its stark brutality, in contrast to the panegyric 
of Napoleon he had offered in Le medecin de campagne. In Une 
tenebreuse affaire he had progressed far beyond the legendary concep- 
tion of history, and if the fates had been kinder he would have com- 
pleted his pictures of the world of the theater, of the academies, of 
diplomacy, and of politics v The list he drew up in 1845 contained the 
titles of fifty books he did not liv e to wr ite. In the tl^terTwhere he 
ISJfollowed bad models and found himself bogged in the morass of 
melodrama, he was on the verge of setting foot on solid ground. Le 
faiseur , later called Mercadet, a comedy in which a debtor triumphs 
over his creditors, was his first independent work in this field, and 
after his death it reaped the success which had been denied to Ms 
other plays. His powers were concentrated to their highest pitch, and 
it is clear that in the drama, as in the novel, he was consicous of the 
debt he owed to his genius. Both physically and spiritually, however, 
he had to call a halt. He felt the need of rest once more, complete 
and healing rest, that would take him far away, as far away as pos- 
sible. It was a right that he had well earned, and he left Paris to 
journey — across a quarter of th e earth's surface, ^as he phrased it — to 
the distant Ukraine, to Wierzchownia, to Madame de Hanska. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

Balzac in the Ukraine 


I N THE autumn of 1846 it had seemed for a moment as if 
Balzac was at last about to enter into the haven of rest for 
which he craved. The pretext under which Madame de Hanska 
had so long evaded the issue no longer held good She had 
insisted that she could not think of marriage until her beloved 
daughter were safely wed, and the nuptials of Anna and Count Mni- 
szech was celebrated on the 13th of October in Wiesbaden Balzac 
himself was present, and his heart again filled with hope. With ad- 
mirable forethought he had provided himself with the personal 
documents necessary for the civil ceremony, pretending that he re- 
quired them in connection with the award of the Legion of Honor, 
and he had made extensive preparations for his wedding to take 
place secretly at Metz, where neither he nor Madame de Hanska.* 
would be likely to have acquaintances. The mayor of Metz, with 
whom he was in touch, had been won over to the plan, and the civil 
ceremony, which was valid only in France, was to be performed at 
the town hall under cover of darkness and with as little publicity as 
possible. Two witnesses, the son of his physician Dr. Nacquart and 
another friend, were to come specially from Paris, while Madame de 
Hanska was to remain on German soil at Saarbriicken until the ap- 
pointed day, arriving at Metz only in the evening The religious cere- 
mony would take place later in Germany. Either the Bishop of Metz 
or the priest at Passy would give his sanction, and they could then be 
married in church by a priest at Wiesbaden. This complicated pro- 
cedure was apparently essential to prevent knowledge of tiieir wed- 
ding reaching the ears of the authorities in Russia. Balzac pressed 
for her immediate consent: 

360 
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"I am waiting for your next communication, and ! tell you that every 

hour of the day I live only in you That is now true m a dual sense.” 

Circumstances emphasized the need for urgency, for the pleasant 
prenuptial weeks they had spent in one another’s society m Italy had 
not been without consequences. Madame de Hanska, though she was 
now forty-five years of age, was expecting a child Balzac, with the 
premature optimism that was so characteristic of his temperament, 
was sure that it was going to be a boy and had already decided to 
call him Victor Honore. 

Madame de Hanska, however, was still unable to make up her 
mind. She could not overcome her reluctance to part from her daugh- 
ter, and instead of proceeding with her own marriage she preferred 
to accompany the young couple on their honeymoon. Balzac had to 
put back m his portfolio the documents he had gone to so much 
trouble to acquire, abandon his artfully contrived plan for a secret 
wedding, and return to Paris where the proof-sheets of Le cousin 
Pons and La cousine Bette were awaiting correction. Whatever ones 
views may be on the disputed question whether or not Madame de 
Hanska was really in love with Balzac, there can be no doubt about 
the fact that whenever she had to decide between him and her 
daughter it was always her daughter who won the day. Neither 
Anna’s marriage nor her own, when she eventually took the decisive 
step, affected in the slightest degree the intimate relations that existed 
between the two women. They both treated husband or lover with 
a certain nonchalance, and even disdain. 

In the following February Madame de Hanska took it in her head 
to go to Paris, and Balzac had to journey to Vorbach to escort her. 
When she required his company he had to obey. His work could 
wait. Casting everything aside, he always hastened to join her wher- 
ever she might be. She had only to beckon and he would rush to 
Switzerland, Italy, or Austria, spending days and nights in a rattling^ 
stagecoach and impatiently counting the minutes until he would see 
her again. 

What happened during her second sojourn in Paris is wrapped in 
mystery. Her child was either still-born or died soon after birth. For 
obvious reasons very little has come to light on the matter. It was a 
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girl, and with a father’s blunt naivete Blazac wrote that this had 
mitigated his grief: 

"I was so anxious to have a Victor Honore. A Victor would not have 
abandoned his mother We should have had him with us for twenty- 
five years, which is the time we may expect to have together, you 
and I.” 

f 

But Madame de Hanska was still not prepared to take the plunge. 
She found continual excuses for further postponement, until we are 
induced to believe that her reluctance to enter into an irrevocable 
union increased as her knowledge of him grew more intimate. This 
time she declared that it was essential for her to return to Wierz- 
chownia to put her affairs in order, and he obediently accompanied 
her back to Vorbach before settling down once more at his writing- 
table in Paris. 

He hoped to follow her with little delay. He only had Les paysans 
to finish, in addition to writing a play that would enable him to pay 
off a debt of fifteen thousand francs that he owed to his old friends, 
the Viscontis, but the breakdown in his health intervened. His doc- 
tors warned him against overwork, he felt unsure of himself, and his 
publishers and editors were growing restless. Girardin, the editor of 
La Presse, had twice begun to print installments of Les paysans in 
his journal, trusting to Balzac’s capacity for work which was famous 
all over Paris. Balzac had never left a publisher or editor completely 
In the lurch, for if worst came to worst he had always supplied some- 
thing to take the place of the promised contribution. The point had 
been reached when Girardin insisted on having the complete manu- 
script in his hands before he would agree to begin a third attempt at 
printing the novel, and for the first time in his life Balzac had to 
capitulate. F or the first time in his life he had to l ay down his pen and 
utter the words, "I cannot!” To mask this defeat in his owneyes lie 
managed in some way or other to find the money to repay the advance 
he had received from Girardin. It was the ransom for his freedom, 
freedom to escape to Wierzchownia whence he would bring back his 
bride to their new home. 

This was now his sole obsession, and for its sake he made peace 
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with his mother whom in his heart he detested. Nothing was too 
harsh for him to say about her in his letters, but this old woman of 
seventy was the only person on whom he could rely to keep guard 
over his precious property while he was away, just as he had put her 
in charge when he had to flee from his apartment in the me Cassini. 
She was a ruthless manager, and whenever he needed anyone whom 
he could really trust he had recourse to his old mother. The instruc- 
tions he left her were very odd and read almost like an excerpt from 
a work of fiction. From time to time, he said, she was to frighten the 
servants by telling them that Monsieur de Balzac was expected bade 
in two or three days. This was to be done every week. “It will help 
to keep them lively/’ She was to keep a watchful eye on the " petite 
matron,” in which all his treasures were stored, for, as he wrote to 
his sister: 

"Madame de Hanska is very concerned about the house, which contains 
so many riches. These are the result of six years of saving. There might 
be a robbery or some other misfortune/’ 

To his mother he remarked with satisfaction:' 

"Neither of the servants is able to read or write. You are the only one 
who knows my handwriting and my signature.” 

At such moments he realized that he had nobody but this old woman 
on whom he could implicitly rely. Having placed everything in her 
charge, he set out on his long journey to the Ukraine. 

* * * 

r*" A jou rney to Wlerzchownia was in those days something of an 
adventure. 

"I have traversed a quartet of the earth’s surface. If I had gone twice 
as far I should have found myself on the other side of the Himalayas.” 

The normal time of travel was at least a fortnight, but Balzac went 
through without stopping and arrived in little more than a week. 
His appearance was unexpected, for the letter in which he had an- 
nounced his coming did not reach Wierzchownia for another ten 
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His first impression was one of rapture. His enthusiasm was always 
easily kindled, but nothing went to his head more than the outward 
signs of wealth. There could be no doubt about the wealth of the 
mistress of Wierzchowma He was now seeing with his own eyes the 
princely magnificence in which his friend lived. The house with its 
vast suites of rooms seemed to him on a par with the Louvre. The 
estate was no ordinary estate, but almost as large as a French departe- 
went . He admired the uch, heavy earth of the Ukraine, on which the 
grain grew without the need for manure, the extensive forests be- 
longing to the De Hanskis, and the hordes of servants. The reaction- 
ary m Balzac noted with complacency that the latter 

"literally throw themselves on their stomachs when they come into one’s 
presence, beat the ground three times with then foreheads, and kiss one’s 
feet. It is only in the East that they really know the meaning of sub- 
servience It is only there that the word power’ has any genuine sig- 
nificance.” 

He observed the superabundance of silver and porcelain, and felt 
that these people, surrounded by every luxury, had no cares of any 
kind. Their ancestors had once owned regions half as large as 
France. Count Mniszech still had no less than forty thousand serfs 
on his estates, but if he were to attempt to cultivate the whole* of his 
domain he would need ten times the number. Life for the aristocratic 
landowner was as extravagant as nature itself. This was a scale of 
living which was in accordance with Balzac’s dreams, and at the De 
Hanski manor in Wierzchowma he felt at home. 

For the first time in his life he had no need to think of money. 
Everything was provided for him — board, lodging, servants, horses, 
carriages, and books. There were no creditors to disturb his tran- 
quillity and very few letters were forwarded. Yet a man cannot 
slough off his own skin, and Balzac could not help thinking in terms 
of money. As a composer transmutes an emotion or a mood into 
music, so Balzac made everything he saw into a financial calculation. 
He remained the in corr igib le sp eculator. Before he had even arrived 
at Wierzchowma, while still traveling through the forests on the 
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estate, he gazed at the magnificent trees with an eye to the profit that 
their owner might reap His previous failures to make a large fortune 
at one stroke were forgotten, and he immediately submitted to Count 
Mmszech a plan for exploiting the inexhaustible stocks of timber 
and turning them into cash A railway was being built on the fron- 
tiers, and in a short time this would link Russia with France. With 
impatient pencil Balzac drew on a piece of paper a line connecting 
the forests of Wierzchownia with the sawmills of France: 

’There is a demand in France at the present moment for enormous 
quantities of oak to make railway sleepers, but we haven't got the oak. 
I know that oak has almost doubled in price, both for building pur- 
poses and for cabinet-making/’ 

Then he began to work out the profit and loss The freight from 
Brody to Cracow would have to be considered. From Cracow the 
railway already ran as far as Paris, though with a number of inter- 
ruptions since the River Elbe had not yet been adequately bridged 
at Magdeburg or the Rhine at Cologne. The Ukrainian sleepers 
would therefore have to be ferried across these two rivers. “The 
transport of sixty thousand balks will be no trifling matter,” and it 
would add very considerably to the cost, but they would endeavor to 
interest bankers in the project, and the directors of the French rail- 
way company might be persuaded to reduce their charges if it were 
proved to them that this would be to their own advantage. If they 
only made five francs profit on each balk, they would be hundreds of 
thousands of francs to the good even after deduction of all expenses. 
Tt is worth while thinking the matter over.” 

There is, perhaps, no need to record that this final offspring of 
Balzac's speculative genius never got further than the stage of pre- 
liminary discussion. 

During the months he spent at Wierzchownia Balzac allowed 
himself to be pampered. One of his descriptions of a trip to Kiev 
with the ladies tells how he was overwhelmed with attentions m the 
Ukrainian capital. There was a rich Russian there who lit a candle for 
him every week and promised Madame de Hanska’s servants con- 
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siderable largesse If they would let him know when Balzac Intended 
to return, so that he might make a point of seeing him. In the house 
he was allotted for his own use 

u a delightful apartment consisting of a salon, a study, and a bedroom. 
The study is adorned with pink stucco-work and contains a fireplace, 
superb carpets, and comfortable furniture. The windows are made of 
large, clear panes of plate glass, so that I have a view over the land- 
scape m every direction.” 

He planned further excursions and longer journeys to the Crimea 
and the Caucasus, journeys which unfortunately were never carried 
into effect. So far as work was concerned, he did practically nothing. 
During these last years he was never able to settle down to serious 
writing while he was with Madame de Hanska, for whom, as for her 
daughter and her son-in-law, he had become "le bvlboquet ” a wag- 
gish companion who helped them to pass their hours of boredom. 
With the Carrauds or the Margonnes he was always treated with the 
respect due to his artistic genius. They did not encroach upon his 
time, but left him to himself unless he wished their company. When 
he had stayed with them he had been able to work. At Wierzchownia 
it was different. In the atmosphere surrounding these spoiled and 
indolent women, who had never lifted a finger in their lives, to help 
themselves, there was something that made it difficult to concentrate 
on creative writing. 

In January, in the depths of the Russian winter with twenty-eight 
degrees of frost on the ground, he suddenly set out on the return 
journey to Paris, ostensibly to attend to some supplementary payments 
he had to make in connection with his wretched railway shares. He 
may also have been uneasy about his new house. Madame de Hanska, 
it goes without saying, allowed him to travel alone. There was no 
further mention of engagement or marriage. Her hesitation appears 
to have Increased with familiarity. In the Ukraine she could live with- 
out a care in the world, and she had probably come to the conclusion 
that she would hardly find Pans a haven of peace and tranquillity 
with a husband whose extravagant ways and gambling instincts she 
had learned to know so well. She let him go without much demur* 
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in ill-health as he was, merely covering his shoulders with a thick 
Russian fur as she bade him farewell 

★ * * 

Whenever Balzac returned home after an absence of any duration 
he was accustomed to being met by the news of fresh trouble even 
before he had crossed the threshold. His return from Wierzchownia 
was no exception, but this time the trouble was not of his own mak- 
ing. Scarcely had he stepped once more on the soil of France when 
the revo lution of February 1848 broke out. The monarchy was swept 
away and with it, in view of his publicly expressed legitimist opin- 
ions, disappeared any chance he might have had of launching on a 
political career He did, indeed, announce in the ConstituUonnel on 
the 1 8th of March that he was prepared to stand as a candidate for 
the Chamber of Deputies if he were asked to do so, but as was to be 
expected no serious invitation was forthcoming. A Parisian club, 
called the F rat emit e Umverselle , was the only organization that 
displayed an inclination to include him in its list of candidates on 
condition that he submitted his political confession of faith, but this 
he proudly declined to do on the grounds that those who wished him 
to represent them in parliament must already have deduced his 
political convictions from his collected works. It was typical of Balzac 
that though in his writings he foresaw so clearly the social changes 
that were about to take place, and revealed such discernment in his 
depiction of the circumstances that had made them inevitable, when 
the political crisis came he placed himself in a false position just as 
he always did in his business affairs. 

Disappointment followed disappointment. His railway shares fell 
to a new low level, and the theater was no kinder to him than it had 
T>een before. He~was unable to keep his promise to deliver the play 
Pierre et Catherine, but he had brought from Russia instead a " drome 
intime?’ entitled La maratre, which was produced on the 25th of May 
at the Theatre Historique . Paris was still in the throes of political 
unrest, and the piece did not awaken any particular interest. His most 
important play, Mercadet, was accepted "unanimously” by the read- 
ing committee of the Comedie Fran^dse, but its production was post- 
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poned for the time being. We hear very little at this period about 
novels or plans for novels, and it seems that Balzac was completely 
taken up with the theater. One of the ideas he had formed was the 
establishment of an association of all outstanding dramatists for the 
joint writing of plays wherewith to enrich the French stage. 

It is probable, however, that his mind was not really absorbed in 
these matters. He was mo longer inspired by literary ambition. The 
only thing that interested him was his house. Much had been done 
there during his absence, but it was still not ready. The contrast 
between the luxury with which he was having it installed and his 
own personal poverty was extraordinary. The publishers had but- 
toned up their pockets more tightly than ever, he had no new manu- 
scripts to offer them, and he was still deeply committed to his latest 
publisher, Souverain. The journalists remained hostile, and he must 
sometimes have had the feeling that the public had forgotten him. 
Grrardin, to whom he had repaid the advance on his unfinished 
novel Les pay sans before setting out for Russia, with the exception 
of a trifling seven hundred and twenty-one francs, eighty-five cen- 
times still outstanding, demanded the final settlement of his account 
as soon as he heard of Balzac’s return. A fortnight later he sued 
Balzac for non-payment, and the court upheld his claim The day had 
gone when Balzac could charge sixty centimes a line. His short story, 
TJinitie, had to be disposed of for a paltry fee to the Musee des 
Families so that he could get enough to eat. He was poorer than he 
had ever been; his long absence had dried up all his sources of 
revenue. 

Balzac was deterred by a certain sense of shame from trying to 
borrow while he was throwing money away on his house in the me 
Fortunee, where the walls of the reception room were being hung 
with gold damask and the doors were being carved or inlaid with 
ivory. For a bookcase in his library, a dreadful piece of furniture 
inlaid with tortoiseshell, he gave fifteen thousand francs. At the 
auction in the Hotel Drouot it was with difficulty that a purchaser 
was found to take it for five hundred. The staircase was covered with 
costly carpets, while every vacant space was filled with Chinese vases 
and malachite bowls. His chief pride, however, was the ''great gal- 
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lery,” which was the reason he had chosen this particular house. The 
ground plan of the Pavilion Beaujon was of awkward design, and 
the gallery consisted of an oblong rotunda roofed with glass, the 
walls being painted in white and gold. Fourteen statues stood in a 
circle and a variety of bnc-a-brac was displayed in ebony cabinets, 
genuine objets d’art being mixed up with obvious counterfeits. On 
the walls hung the sixty-six pictures that constituted the Balzac col- 
lection, including his alleged Sebastiano del Piombmo, an even more 
dubious landscape by Hobbema, and a portrait which Balzac without 
hesitation pronounced to be a Durer. 

The contrast between crazy extravagance and personal poverty was 
a source of vexation to his family. Instead of being honest with 
them he was always inventing new explanations for Madame de 
Hanska’s repeated postponement of the expected wedding On one 
occasion he asserted that he had written direct to the Tsar to solicit 
his consent, but that this had been refused. Or he would talk of 
complicated lawsuits that prevented Madame de Hanska from leaving 
Russia. He pretended all the time that she was m grave financial 
difficulties, attributing these at first to the fact that she had assigned 
her property to her daughter and therefore had no control over it 
herself, but later on he put them down to the harvest having been 
destroyed by fire. His object was to dimmish in the eyes of his family 
the discrepancy between Madame de Hanska s position and his own. 
Neither family, in fact, regarded the other with favor. Madame de 
Hanska’s relatives were headed by the implacable Aunt Rosalie who 
was constantly trying to dissuade her niece from throwing in her lot 
with that untrustworthy spendthrift of a French writer, who would 
only end in compromising her and flinging the De Hanski fortune 
into the gutter Old Madame Balzac and her daughter saw in Ho- 
nore s future bride only a haughty, conceited aristocrat, a cold, ego- 
tistic creature, who would keep him dancing attendance on her and 
let him go chasing half across Europe without any consideration 
whatsoever for his poor state of health. 

Though Balzac's mother had patiently assumed the duties of 
watchdog at the house in the rue Fortunee, a thankless task which 
demanded all the old womans reserves of courage and energy, she 
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had no illusions as to the treatment she would receive when the new 
abode was ready and the bridal couple were comfortably installed. 
She was well aware that there would be no room for her amid the 
splendors of the Pavilion Beaujon and that she herself would be 
swept out with the last specie of dust. She did not expect even to be 
allowed to welcome the newly married pair at the threshold — and 
her misgivings were not belied when the time came. Madame de 
Hanska had never taken the slightest notice of her existence, either 
by a line of conventional greetings or a word of thanks for the 
trouble she was taking. It is therefore understandable if the resent- 
ment she felt toward her future daughter-in-law simmered more 
hotly as the days went by. The question was continually cropping up 
whether she could afford to take the omnibus from the me Fortunes 
to visit her daughter at Suresnes. While she supervised the spending 
of tens of thousands of francs on Madame de Hanska s behalf, the 
expenditure of a couple of sous represented a considerable item in 
her personal budget. Balzac had not yet repaid the loans he had 
received from his mother, and neither he nor Madame de Hanska 
apparently thought of at least providing her with an annuity as a 
way of meeting his obligation. His devious excuses did not blind her 
to Madame de Hanska’ s obvious reluctance to seal the union, which 
she put down to hauteur. On the other hand it cannot be expected 
that Madame de Hanska should have looked forward with any degree 
of pleasure to the prospect of a permanent move to Paris, where she 
would be brought into contact with Balzac’s mother and sister, to say 
nothing of the rest of his bourgeois relations. The gilded luxury of 
Balzac’s new house was to offer him little genuine enjoyment 

ft ft ft 

Any hope that Balzac may have entertained during all these 
months of a speedy change of mind on Madame de Hanska’s part 
once the house was ready must have been damped by the increasingly 
clear indications that his desire for a permanent union was not 
shared by her, and that she had not the slightest intention of ex- 
changing the amenities of Wierzchownia for the dubious prospects 
of the Pamllon Beaujon , He had for good or ill to make up his mind 
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to return to Russia at the end of September, before the intense cold 
set in which had caused him to suffer such misery when he had ma.d e 
the journey to Pans the previous January. He must make yet one 
more attempt, by a personal visit, to persuade his protesting mistress 
to accompany him to the altar. 

Before starting out he tried his luck once more with the Academie 
Fran^aise. The death of Chateaubriand and another immortal whose 
name has now vanished into limbo had created two va can cies, and 
Balzac announced his candidature. According to custom it was neces- 
sary for him to call upon each of the thirty-eight r ema i ning acade- 
micians in turn in order to solicit their support, but he had no tim e to 
do this since he had to be in Wierzchownia before the onset of 
winter, so he left the election to the whims of fate. The res ult was 
lamentable, though from our point of view it was a lamentable re- 
flection not on Balzac, but on the Academy. The creator of the Co- 
medie humaine received two votes in all. The seats under the dome 
and the coats decorated with palms were awarded to the Due de 
Noailles and another gentleman whose imperishable services to liter- 
ature have escaped the memory of posterity. To Balzac’s credit it 
must be recorded that he accepted this third rebuff with dignity and 
composure. He merely asked one of his friends to discover the 
identity of the two courageous members who had dared to give him 
their support, so that he might offer them his thanks. 

* * * 

In October he was once more in Wierzchownia, but this time his 
enthusiasm was remarkably subdued. It was no longer a paradise, but 
"a desert.” He wrote to his mother: 

"Oh, if you were to spend a fortnight here in the Ukraine, you would 
think the rue Fortunee a delightful place.” 

He was at pains to emphasize the warmth of his welcome, but one 
can detect an almost apprehensive tone in his insistence on this point: 

"The people with whom I am living here are extraordinarily charming 
to me, but after all I am no more than a pampered guest and a friend in 
the literal sense of the term. They know all the members of my family 
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and take the greatest interest in all the cares by which I am beset, but 
what can one do against the impossible?” 

It appears that Madame de Hanska had deigned to take cognizance 
of the fact that he had a mother and sister living in Pans, but one can 
read between the lines, where it is not stated quite openly, that some- 
thing had gone wrong at Wierzchownia. The reference to "the Im- 
possible” seems to have been wrung from him chiefly by Madame de 
Hanska’s horror at the crazy sums he had expended on a house that 
she would probably never occupy. Her attitude was not unjustified, 
and Balzac began to pull on his reins. He wrote to his mother: 

"It is enough if I say that there are limits to the sacrifices one is willing 
to make, and one must not impose a burden even on those who are nearest 
to one These everlasting debts in connection with the house have not 
been incurred without making an unfavorable impression, and if any 
further difficulties were to ensue my whole future might, in certain cir- 
cumstances, be placed in question/’ 

Madame de Hanska did not always conceal her annoyance: 

"She is chagrined at my having expended such a large sum/’ 

She had again been taught her lesson, that Balzac’s powers of specu- 
lative calculation needed to be brought under control. Instead of the 
hundred thousand francs at which he had originally estimated the 
outlay that would be required on the house, it had already cost three 
times that amount, and even a woman of Madame de Hanska’s re- 
sources could not help feeling disquieted The irritable atmosphere 
at Wierzchownia became infectious. Balzac wrote home in ill humor 
and his mother answered in the same tone. When one of her letters 
fell into the hands of Madame de Hanska there was a further em- 
broilment, with the result that Balzac tried to put the blame for 
the misfiring of his wedding plans on the shoulders of his family. 
There was talk of the house in the rue Fortunee being put up for 
sale: 

"Here she is rich, loved, and respected, and she wants for nothing, so 
she is reluctant to exchange her environment for one in which she sees 
nothing but upset, debts, the spending of money, and strange faces. Her 
children are trembling for her/’ 
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Balzac, too, grew anxious and was seized by a fit of economy He 
suddenly instructed his mother to dismiss the servant girl because 
he could not afford her wages and food. Only Francois, his valet, was 
to be kept on to look after his treasures He went to even more 
ludicrous extremes, writing to his sister in Suresnes to ask whether 
she could not send him her cook every Monday after his return to 
Pans, so that enough meat could be prepared to last himself and his 
servant for the ensuing week. His budgetary calculations were re- 
duced to very modest figures: 

"I shall have no more than two hundred francs left, and when that is 
gone there will be nothing apart from what I may receive from my plays. 
In the theater, too, I can see the day coming when there will be no 
money to be made even with masterpieces.” 

Discouragement of this kind was something we have not met be- 
fore in Balzac, and it shows that his self-confidence had been sapped. 
He was no longer himself. His vitality had been seriously weakened 
and his constitution was at last succumbing to the strain to which he 
had subjected it for so long. The warnings had gone unheeded until 
his physical condition was such that it would take little more to bring 
about complete collapse. Even his second journey to Wierzchownia 
had been unwise, for as a son of Touraine he was not used to Russian 
winters. An attack of bronchitis left no doubt about the state of his 
heart, which had caused his good friend Dr. Nacquart to shake his 
head seven years before. When he was eventually able to leave his 
bed he found that he was unable to move about freely. He had to 
catch his breath after every s 4 ep and even talking was an effort. He 
had become "as thin as in 1819,” his illness had made him "as weak 
as a child,” and there could be no thought of settling down to work. 
"For a whole year I have not earned a penny.” It was symbolic that 
he had to put aside even his beloved monkish robe: 

"During my illness I have worn a dressing-gown — which will now 
permanently take the place of my white Carthusian garb.” 

There could be no thought of his returning to Paris during the 
Russian winter, and even the journeys he had planned to Kiev and 
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Moscow had to be abandoned. He was in the hands of two German 
physicians, a Doctor Knothe and his son, whose ideas on healing 
seemed to be in advance of their time for they tried a lemon cure. 
This brought only temporary relief, since various physical organs 
were affected. He had trouble with his eyes, ran a temperature again, 
and suffered a recurrence of the inflammation of the lungs which 
had laid him low shortly before. 

Though there is little evidence to show how Madame de Hanska 
behaved while Balzac was on his sick bed, one thing is certain. The 
famous author whom she had once greeted with gushing enthusiasm, 
and whose adoration had flattered her vanity, had become merely an 
amusing companion. When he was no longer in a condition to enter- 
tain them with his drolleries, he became simply a nuisance. The two 
pleasure-loving women, mother and daughter, had been looking 
forward for months to visiting the great annual fair at Kiev. They 
had taken an apartment in the town, servants had been sent ahead 
with carriages and furniture, and they had refurbished their ward- 
robes for this important social occasion. Owing to Balzac’s illness 
their plans had to be postponed, though perhaps the impassable state 
of the roads was partly responsible for their disappointment, and 
the only amusement that either he or they could extract from the 
situation was when they put on their new frocks for his inspection 
as he lay in bed. 

In his letters to his family he continued to write enthusiastically 
about his divine Eva and her simple-minded daughter, but he must 
have felt a chill atmosphere of loneliness encompassing him. He must 
have felt that he was in an alien environment, with these spoiled 
women who thought only of their own selfish pleasures, for all at 
once he began to remember his old friends. For years Madame de 
Hanska had occupied the foremost place in his thoughts. He had 
almost ceased to write to Zulma Carraud, the most loyal and under- 
standing of the women to whom he had been attached, but as he lay 
on his sick bed he recalled once more her tender solicitude and 
thought how she would have looked after him in his hour of need. 
She had been absent from his mind for so long that the words "chere” 
or "cara” with which he had been wont to address her no longer came 
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easily to his pen, and he commenced his letter, "My very dear and 
kind Madame Zuima,” as though the intimacy of long ago had cooled 
into a conventional friendship. Yet he soon fell into the old con- 
fidential tone, and the lines in which he told her of his hopes and 
illusions were pervaded by a mood of melancholy: 

"I have twice received very saddening news about you from my nieces 
and my sister, and if I did not write it was because I was simply not 
in a condition to do so. I was very near to death ... it is a matter of a 
dreadful heart trouble occasioned by fifteen years of overexertion. And 
so I have been living here for the past eight months under the care of a 
doctor who, astonishing as it may seem in the wilds of the Ukraine, is a 
great physician and has attached himself to the estate of the friends with 
whom I am residing. The treatment he has been giving me was inter- 
rupted by one of those ghastly fevers that are called 'Moldavian fevers/ 
They come from the marshes of the Danube, spread to Odessa, and from 
there they ravage the steppes. The type of fever by which I have been 
attacked is called an intermittent affection of the bram, and it lasts for 
two months. It is only a week since I recovered sufficiently to resume 
the treatment of my chronic heart trouble. 

"The day before yesterday I received from my nieces a letter telling me 
that you, dear Zulma, were hoping to be able to keep on your house 
at Frapesle, though you are selling your land there. The words 'Frapesle* 
and 'Madame Carraud" revived ail my memories as strongly as ever, and 
though I have been forbidden any exertion, even that involved in writing 
letters, I wanted to tell you why I had not written to you since last 
February apart from some communications on business matters. I had to 
tell you that you must not believe one forgets one's true friends, and I 
should like you to know that I have never ceased to think of you, to love 
you, and to speak of you even here, where they have known our mutual 
friend Borget since 1833! . * . 

"How differently one looks at life from the summit of fifty years! And 
how often do we find that we are still far distant from the goal we had 
hoped to reach! Do you remember how I sent Madame Desgres to sleep 
at Frapesle? I think I have sent many people to sleep since then. But 
how much, and how many illusions, I have cast overboard since those 
days! And believe me! Apart from my affection for you, which is still 
growing, I have progressed very little further. How swiftly misfortune 
can unfold itself, and how numerous are the obstacles that place them- 
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selves in the way of our happiness ! Truly, life fills one with revulsion. 
For three years I have been building myself a nest. It has already, more's 
the pity, cost me a fortune — but where are the mating birds that were to 
occupy it? When are they going to move in? The years are passing, we 
are growing old, and everything is beginning to fade, even the furnish- 
ings of my little nest/ You see, my dear, that not everything is rosy even 
for those who appear to be living in the lap of fortune. . . 

He wrote, too, to Madame Delannoy, who had so often helped him 
with his debts and whom he had never adequately thanked He 
seemed to be haunted by an unconscious desire to settle his still out- 
standing obligations of affection and gratitude before it was too late. 
Perhaps he realized that his time was short. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

Marriage and Homecoming 


W HETHER of not Balzac understood the gravity of 
his condition, there was no doubt in the minds of 
his doctors that he would never recover, and it must 
be assumed that they informed Madame de Hanska 
of the opinion to which they had come. In the certainty that their 
marriage would be only of short duration she decided to grant his last 
wish to the man who had wooed her for so many years. There was no 
longer any danger of his being able to give way to his gambling 
instincts or to indulge his spendthrift nature. "Le bon Balzac” had 
become ff le pauvre Balzac ” and she was swayed by a certain con- 
descending sympathy such as a great lady might feel for a faithful 
retainer who had grown old in her service. The wedding was fixed for 
the month of March, 1850. 

The ceremony was to take place at Berdichev, the nearest provincial 
town of any size, after which they would set out for Paris where the 
Pavilion Beaupn was at last ready for occupation. Nothing could be 
more characteristic of Balzac's impatience than the detailed instruc- 
tions he conveyed to his mother with regard to the preparations she 
was to make for the reception of his bride in her new" home: 

M In the large Chinese bowl that stands on the brown cabinet in the 
first room on the top storey, next to the inlaid salon, you will find the 
address of a florist in the Champs Elysees. He came to see me in 1848, 
when we discussed the question of his delivering flowers to decorate the 
house once a fortnight and he told me what his charge would be for a 
yearly subscription. It was a matter of six to seven hundred francs a 
year Since I was on the verge of leaving Paris I postponed the making 
of arrangements which could only be entered into when I had enough 
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money and when the lady concerned was agreeable. I know she is fond 
of flowers. Once the florist has undertaken the decoration of the house 
you will have a basis on which to bargain with him for a favourable 
price. See to it that he supplies really handsome blooms, and let him 
know exactly what is wanted. 

‘'The following decorations are to be carried out. First, the flower table 
in the first room, secondly, the one in the Japanese salon; thirdly, the 
two flower-stands m the room with the dome , fourthly, the small flower 
containers of African wood on the mantelpiece of the gray room under 
the dome, fifthly, the two large flower vases on the staircase landing; 
and sixthly, the small wooden flower holders standing in the two bowls 
that were fitted by Feucheres/ > 

These were the instructions given by Balzac before he was mar- 
ried, some weeks prior to the date on which he expected to take 
possession of the home he had furnished for his bride. Sick man 
though he was, his imagination was as keen as ever and his memory 
retained the photographic quality that enabled him to recall the 
minutest details. Every piece of furniture, every vase, every flower- 
stand was recorded in his mind and he knew where each of them 
stood. The wedding and the long journey home were still to come, 
but he had flown on the wings of thought and in his waking dreams 
he was already installed in the rue Fortunee. 

On the 14th of March, at the Church of St. Barbara in the 
Ukrainian town of Berdichev, Balzac and Madame de Hanska were 
married. The ceremony was strictly private, for they did not want 
to attract attention. There were no guests and nobody was informed. 
It was seven in the morning and the skies were still gray. The Bishop 
of Zhitomir, who had been expected to conduct the service, failed 
to put in an appearance, but Balzac at least had the satisfaction of 
being joined in holy wedlock by an aristocratic abbe, a certain Count 
Czaruski. The only witnesses were a kinsman of the abbe and Count 
Mniszech, who now became Balzac's son-indaw. I mm ediately after 
the ceremony the couple returned to Wierzchownia, where they 
arrived dead tired about eleven o'clock the same night. 

Two or three days afterward Balzac sat down to compose the com- 
muniques of his last and greatest victory. Happiness seemed to have 



MARRIAGE AND HOMECOMING 379 

restored his health, and he wrote to his mother, his sister, Dr. 
Nacquart, and Zulma Carraud Zulma was once more assured that 
"when I was asked about my former friendships, yours was always 
the first name I mentioned,” and ho informed her of his marriage in 
the following terms: 

"I was married three days ago to the only woman I have evfer loved, 
whom I love now more than ever, and whom I shall continue to love 
until my dying day. This union is, I believe, the reward that God has 
kept in reserve for me as compensation for so many vexations, so many 
years of toil and of difficulties that I have encountered and overcome. My 
childhood was not happy and my spring was not decked with flowers, 
but now I shall enjoy a radiant summer and the most delightful of 
autumns. And perhaps my happy marriage will, from tins point of view, 
provide you with some personal consolation, since it proves to you that 
after long suffering providence does hold treasures in store which it is 
willing in the end to distribute/' 

When he had sealed his letters he had but one thought left In his 
mind — to follow them as quickly as possible and cross the threshold 
of his own home. He was still unable to enclose a single line of greet- 
ing from his wife, who even now could not be coaxed into showing 
this small courtesy to his mother, and he had to make the lame 
excuse: 

“My wife intended to add a few lines at the end of this letter, but the 
courier is waiting and she has moreover to keep to her bed. Her hands 
are so swollen with rheumatism that she cannot hold a pen. She will 
convey her respects to you in my next letter/’ 

Balzac had to pay for his newfound happiness. It was impos- 
sible to start out for Paris since the roads were deep in snow and 
impassable. Even if this obstacle had not presented itself he could not 
have undertaken the journey in his state of health. He had ordered 
the flowers too soon for his house in the me Fortunee. His weakened 
constitution was subjected to further trials: 

“I have had a serious recurrence of my heart trouble, as well as of the 
lung inflammation. I have lost much of the headway I had made when 
it really looked as if there had been considerable progress. ... I have 
a black screen before my eyes that will not disperse and veils everything, 
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so that it keeps me from writing. . . . This is the first time I have 
taken up my pen since the thunderbolt fell from a clear sky.” 

It might have been expected that now at least his wife would 
utilize the opportunity to write a few lines to his mother with a 
view to calming her fears about her son, but Balzac had to add 
apprehensively: 

"My wife has not a single free moment at her disposal, apart from the 
fact that her hands are so dreadfully swollen. It is the damp which is 
the cause of it. ...” 

A fortnight later, on the 15 th of April, he again had to make the 
effort of writing to his mother: 

"I can hardly distinguish the letters as I write these words. The state 
of my eyes practically prevents me from either writing or reading.” 

To his sister, who was ill in bed and being nursed by their old 
mother, he was also compelled to make halting excuses, though he 
did add that his wife had asked him “to send you her regards.” Of 
himself he said: 

"I am not very well My heart and my lungs are both giving me trouble. 
I have to catch my breath after every step and am unable to speak.” 

* * * 

At last they made up their minds to start off. They had a terrible 
journey. At Brody, on the Polish frontier, Balzac was overcome by 
extreme weakness. He lost his appetite and kept breaking out into 
profuse perspiration, which lowered his strength still further. 
Acquaintances who saw him at the time almost failed to recognize 
him. On the nth of May he reported from Dresden: 

"It has taken us a full month to get as far as this, instead of the normal 
six days Not once, but a hundred times, our lives were in danger. We 
often had to obtain the help of fifteen or sixteen men with winches to 
drag us out of bogholes in which we had sunk to the carriage windows. 
But we arrived here in the end, and are still alive, though we are tired 
and ill. A journey like this adds ten years to one’s age. You can imagine 
what it means to be in constant fear that one of us will die in the other’s 
arms — particularly when one is as much in love as we are.” 
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In a state of complete exhaustion and half blind he had managed to 
hold out until they reached Dresden. He was unable to climb steps 
and began to doubt whether he would have the strength to continue 
on to Paris: 

"I am in a parlous condition. * . . This dreadful journey has made 
my illness worse/' 

In spite of his failing sight he had to write this letter himself, and 
once more he made excuses for his wife: 

"She is very grateful for everything you have said about her in your 
letters, but the state of her hands makes it impossible for her to write to 
you herself/* 

Strangely enough, her rheumatism did not deter her from visiting 
the jewelers of Dresden, where she bought a handsome pearl necklace 
for twenty-five thousand francs, and her swollen fingers did not pre- 
vent her from writing to her daughter in a clear, round hand with full 
details of her purchase. That she could concentrate her thoughts on a 
pearl necklace while Balzac lay on his hotel sick-bed can only be a 
sign of heartlessness, and it is characteristic that she should refer to 
him in this letter as "le bon cher ami ” He was a burden that she 
tolerated because she knew that she would not be inconvenienced for 
very long. 

We can only dimly suspect the clash of temperament that may have 
taken place during their enforced sojourn at Dresden, but Balzac 
had to play his part to the end He instructed his sister: 

"I am counting on you. You must impress on mother that she is not to be 
at the me Fortunee when I arrive/' 

He was filled with apprehension at the prospect of a meeting between 
the two women, which he explained under the clumsy pretext: 

"Mother’s dignity would suffer if she were to be present and helped us 
while we are unpacking our things/' 

The old woman's mistrust was more than justified. During all these 
months she had kept a watchful eye on their treasures, supervised the 
domestic staff, and looked after business matters, though she was 
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firmly convinced that the haughty Russian aristocrat would expect her 
to clear out of the house before their arrival. One task was left to her. 
Once the flowers were arranged for the bridal couple's reception, there 
was nothing more for her to do but to close the door silently behind 
her. Frangois could stand at the threshold and lead his new mistress 
into her princely home. All the lights would be burning in the rooms 
and at the entrance steps in readiness to receive the bride, but Balzac's 
old mother knew that there was no place there for her and she slipped 
away to Suresnes as soon as her task was finished. 

*k ifc 

The curse that rested on Balzac's fortunes did not desert him at his 
homecoming. Every fragment of happiness that fell to his lot exacted 
its tribute. One more item remained to be added to the sum total of 
his lost illusions, for his homecoming to the Pavilion Beaujon was 
the occasion of a gruesome scene that would have been worthy of his 
own pen. The last stretch of the journey had been made by rail, and 
the train was delayed. It was late at night when their carnage drove up 
to the door of the house in the rue Fortunee. Balzac was impatient 
to see whether his instructions had been carried out to the last detail, 
with the flowers, the lights, and Frangois standing in the doorway 
with a branched candlestick in his hand. 

At last the carnage stopped. Frangois had obeyed his orders. The 
house was brightly illuminated from roof to basement. Balzac rang 
the bell, but no one came to open the door. Again and again he tore 
at the bell, but the house remained silent behind its blazing windows. 
A few neighbors began to gather round, and Balzac asked questions 
which none of them could answer. His wife remained seated in the 
carriage while the coachman hurried off to fetch a locksmith. When 
the door was eventually broken open a macabre scene met his eyes. 

Frangois, his servant, was crouching in one of the rooms — stark 
mad. Fate had chosen the very moment of his master's homecoming 
to deprive him of his reason and he had to be taken in the middle of 
the night to a madhouse. While the raving Frangois was being over- 
powered and carried away, Balzac led his bride into the house he had 
prepared for her. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

Finale 


T HE law that governed Balzac's destiny held good to the 
end. His dreams could be transmuted into reality only in 
his books, not in his own life. With unutterable toil, 
desperate sacrifices, and glowing hopes he had provided 
a home in which to spend his last "twenty-five years” with the wife 
who had at long last yielded to his wooing at his side. When all was 
ready, he moved m — only to die. He had designed for himself the 
perfect study in which to complete La comedie humane , fifty further 
volumes of which were already planned, but he never wrote a line in 
it. His eyesight failed completely, and the only letter we possess 
from the me Fortunee, addressed to Theophile Gautier, is in the hand- 
writing of his wife, with a single line of postscript scrawled 
laboriously by Balzac himself: "I can no longer read or write.” 

He had fitted up a handsome library in which he never opened a 
book. His drawing-room was hung with gold damask for receptions 
to Parisian society that were never held. The physicians forbade him 
the slightest exertion, even that of speaking. His beloved picture- 
gallery, that was to be the sensation of Paris when it was seen what 
an incomparable collection he had been able to gather together, was 
to have been displayed and explained to friends, authors, and artists 
item by item, but when Victor Hugo came to see him he had to ask 
his wife tcrshow his friend round. He had dreamed of a palace and it 
had become a prison. He lay alone in the vast house, where now and 
then his mother would flit into the room like a shy shadow to attend 
to his wants. His wife — and all witnesses are agreed on this point — 
showed the same lack of genuine solicitude, the same cruel indiffer- 
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ence, which she had demonstrated on the journey from Wierzchownia 
and during their stay at Dresden. 

Her attitude is irrefutably proved by the letters she wrote to her 
daughter at this time. She chatted naively about lace, jewels, or new 
clothes, and there was hardly a line that betrayed sincere anxiety about 
her dying husband. Even now she referred to him by the nickname he 
had been given when he amused the family with his droll ways: 

"Bilboquet arrived here in a worse condition than ever. He can no 

longer walk and is subject to continual fainting fits.” 

No one who saw him could doubt that the end was near, but he 
himself refused to believe it. His unshakable optimism discerned the 
prospect of recovery where others saw only the certainty of death. 
He was accustomed to mocking at difficulties and making possible the 
impossible, and he did not abandon the struggle. When an occa- 
sional slight improvement gave him back his voice, he would summon 
up his waning strength and converse with a visitor, discussing political 
matters, expressing confidence that he would soon be on his feet 
again, trying to persuade others, as he was persuading himself, that he 
still possessed reserves of his old vigor. A last gleam of his former 
vivacious spirit would even break through at times. 

Before the summer was well on its way the doctors delivered their 
verdict From the report of a joint consultation between four phy- 
sicians, Drs. Nacquart, Louis, Roux, and Fouquier, it is clear that all 
they could now recommend was palliatives and occasional light stimu- 
lants. For the rest it appears that they had no hope. Balzac himself 
began to grow anxious. He lamented that he would not be able to 
finish the Come die humame and spoke of what was to happen about 
his works after his death. He pressed Dr. Nacquart to tell him frankly 
how much time he had left, and from the expression on his old 
friend’s face he realized how things stood. It may be truth, or it may 
be merely a pious legend, but it has been related that in his confusion 
of thought he called for Horace Bianchon, the physician whom he 
had caused to work scientific wonders in the Comedie humame; "If 
Bianchon were here, he would save me!” 
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The process of dissolution made rapid progress. In his memoirs 
Victor Hugo has described the last visit he paid to the dying Balzac: 

I rang the bell. The moon was shining through a mass of cloud The 
street was empty. No one answered, and I rang a second time. The door 
was opened A maid appeared holding a candle "'Whom do you wish 
to see, sir ? ” She was weeping I gave my name and was shown into the 
salon on the ground floor, in which David d’ Angers’ colossal marble bust 
of Balzac stood on a console opposite the fireplace. A light was burning 
on a richly decorated table in the center of the room, the pedestal of which 
consisted of six gilt statuettes in the finest taste. Another woman, who 
was also weeping, entered and said: "He is dying Madame has retired 
to her room The doctors have given him up since yesterday He has a 
wound on his left leg and it has become gangrened The doctors are at 
a loss what to do for him. They say that dropsy has brought on fatty 
degeneration, that his flesh and skin have turned tallowy, and therefore 
it would be impossible to tap him. A month ago he struck himself against 
an ornamental projection on a piece of furniture. ... He has not 
spoken since nine o’clock this morning Madame sent for a priest, who 
came and administered the last unction. He made a sign to show that he 
knew what was happening. An hour later he offered his hand to Madame 
de Surville, his sister. Since eleven o’clock there has been a rattling 
noise in his throat. He will not survive the night. If you wish it I will 
fetch Monsieur de Surville. He has not yet gone to bed.” The woman 
left me and I waited for a few moments The light scarcely illumined the 
furniture in the salon and the magnificent paintings by Porbus and Hol- 
bein that were hanging on the walls. The marble bust shimmered as if it 
were the ghost of the man who lay dying. The house was filled with a 
corpse-like odor. Monsieur de Surville appeared and confirmed all that 
the maid had told me. 

We walked along a passage, ascended a staircase that was covered with 
a red carpet and richly adorned with works of art, statues, vases, pictures, 
and enameled bowls, and passed through another corridor in which I 
noticed an open door. I heard a loud, ominous, rattling sound. I was in 
Balzac’s room. His bed stood in the center of the chamber. It was of 
mahogany, and at the head and foot was an apparatus of straps and 
cross-bars for enabling the sick man to be moved Balzac lay with his 
head supported on a mass of pillows to which had been added red 
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damask cushions from the settee His face was purple, almost black, and 
inclined towards the right, he was unshaven, his hair gray and cut short, 
his eyes open and staring I saw him m profile, and he looked like the 
Emperor. An old woman (the novelist’s mother), the nurse, and a 
servant were standing on either side of the bed, behind which a light 
was burning on a table, with another on the chest by the door. On the 
night table there stood a silver vase. The nurse and the servant stood in 
a kind of horrified silence as they listened to his dying rattle. The light 
by the bed cast a vivid glimmer on a picture of a fresh-faced, smiling 
young man that hung near the fireplace An overpowering, sickening 
odor was wafted from the bed. I lifted the coverings and grasped Balzac’s 
hand. It was covered with perspiration. I pressed it. The pressure was not 
returned. . . . 

The nurse said to me* "He will die at dawn.” As I descended the stairs 
I carried away in my mind the picture of this livid figure. On my way 
through the salon I again saw the bust, immobile, unfeeling, exalted, and 
with a vague radiance emanating from it, and I could not help drawing 
a comparison between death and immortality. 

Balzac died at half -past ten on the evening of August the 17th, 
1850. His mother was the only person present, his wife having long 
since retired. His end was terribly lonely. 

The funeral was on the 22nd, the service being held at the Church 
of St. Philippe du Houle. In pouring rain the body was accompanied 
to the cemetery. His wife could have had little understanding of 
Balzac’s secret heart, for the pallbearers, apart from Victor Hugo, 
were Alexandre Dumas, Sainte-Beuve, and the Minister Baroche. 
None of these three had ever been on terms of intimate friendship 
with Balzac. Sainte-Beuve had been his bitterest enemy, the only 
one whom he had really hated. The cemetery was Pere Lachaise, a 
place that Balzac had always loved. It was from here that his Rastignac 
had gazed out over the city and issued his challenge to Paris. It was 
Balzac’s last home, the only one, as has been said, in which he could 
take refuge from his creditors and find peace. 

Victor Hugo pronounced the final words at the graveside: 

The man who has now been lowered into the tomb was one of those 
who are accompanied by the grief of a nation. . . . Henceforth men’s 
eyes will be turned towards the faces not of those who are the rulers, 
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but of those who are the thinkers, and the whole nation trembles when 
one of these faces disappears from their ken Today the people grieve for 
the death of a man of talent, the nation mourns the loss of a man of 
genius. The name of Balzac will join the gleaming trail that our epoch 
will bequeath to the future. . . . 

Paris has been dazed by his death. It is but a few months since he 
returned to France. He felt that he was about to die and wished to see his 
native land once more, as on the eve of a long journey one comes to 
embrace one’s mother. His life was short, but it was full It was richer in 
works than in days. Alas* This tremendous, unwearying worker, this 
philosopher, this thinker, this poet, this genius, experienced during his 
sojourn among us that life full of storms and struggles which is the lot 
of all great men. Today he rests in peace Now he is lifted above the 
plane of conflict and hatred. On the day he enters the tomb he enters 
also into the halls of fame Henceforth he will shine among the stars of 
this land of ours, far above the clouds gathering over our heads All you 
who stand here, are you not tempted to envy him? Yet however great 
our grief may be at such a loss, let us resign ourselves to these mis- 
fortunes. Let us accept them, with all the cruel affliction that they signify. 
It is perhaps good, it is perhaps necessary, in an age like ours, that from 
time to time the death of a great man should cause a wave of religious 
emotion to pass through our spirits, consumed as they are with doubt and 
skepticism. Providence knows what it is doing when it confronts the 
nation in this way with the supreme mystery and leads it to think of 
death, in which all are equal and all are free. There can be room in 
our minds for none but austere and earnest thoughts when a lofty spirit 
enters majestically upon another life, when a being who has long hovered 
above the crowd on the visible wings of genius suddenly spreads those 
other wings that have hitherto remained hidden from our sight and 
vanishes into the unknown. No ! It is not the unknown ! As I have said 
once before on a similar sorrowful occasion, and as I shall never tire of 
saying — it is not night, but light. It is not the end, but the beginning. 
It is not nothingness, but eternity. Do I not speak truth, all you who are 
listening? Tombs like this are a proof of immortality. 

These were words that had never been spoken of Balzac while he 
was alive. Like the hero of his own novel, he was to set out from Pere- 
Lachaise to conquer Paris. 
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Balzac's Life and Work 

A SURVEY 


LIFE 

The family Balzac, originally 
Balsa or Balssa, of peasant stock 
from the Albigeois 

1797 Bernard-Frangois Balzac (1746- 
1829) marnes Anne Charlotte 
Laure Sallambier (d 1854). 

1799 Honore born May 20 in Tours, 
rue ae FArmee d’ltalie 
1807 Student at the College des Orato- 
to nens, Vendome. 

1813 

1814 Student at the Institut Lepitre^ 
Pans, and the Institut Sganzer et 
Beuzelin, Paris. 

1816 Attends the Ecole de Droit; 
articled to Maitre Guillonet de 
Merville. 

1818 Works in the establishment of 
Maitre Passe2. 

1819 First examination for baccalaureat 
du droit 

Decides to become a writer and 
goes to live in Paris, 9 rue Les- 
diguieres The family resides in 
Villepansis near Paris. 

1820 Acquaintance with Auguste Le 
Poitevm de FEgreville. 

1821 Joint authorship with Le Poitevin 
under various pen names 

Meets Madame de Berny, nee 
Hmner (1777-1836). 

1822 Further novels in joint authorship 
with Le Poitevin. 


WORK 


Described later in Louts Lambert « 


Notes sur la philosophie et la religion . 
Note sur l’ immortahte de Vame y 
Described later in La peau de chagrin . 

Poetry Saint Louis , Robert de Nor - 
mandie , Ltvre de Job. 

Novels. Coqstgrue , Stenie , 

Drama; Sylla % CromwelL 


Les deux Hectors and Charles Pointel 
under the pseudonym of Auguste de 
Viellergle. 

V her hi ere de Birague, Jean Louis , and 
Clottlde de Lusignan under joint pseu- 
donym of A de Viellergle et Lord 
R’hoone; Le centenatre and Le vicaire 
des Ardennes under the pseudonym of 
Horace de Saint Aubin. 


39i 
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LIFE 

1823 First visit to the Tourame Fails 
to m his attempt to start a career 

1824 as writer of thrillers under his 
own name. 

1825 Last thriller published anony- 
mously, collaboration with Horace 
Raisson, starts a series of "Codes ” 
First commercial speculation Joint 
publishing venture with the book- 
seller Urbain Canel and two other 
shareholders, B borrows the 
money from his mother and 
Madame de Berny. 

The venture fails, 

1826 Meets the Duchesse d’Abrantes 
The publishing firm is dissolved; 
B loses 15,000 francs. 

Second speculation B buys a 
printer’s firm with fresh capital, 
is licensed as a printer m June, 
and prints novels, pamphlets, 
prospectuses. 

1827 September the printer’s shop is 
closed down 

Third speculation B buys, again 
with fresh capital, a type foundry. 

1828 Spring type foundry is liquidated, 
final collapse of all B ’s specula- 
tions, resulting m debts of about 
90,000 francs 

B lives in the rue Cassini under 
an assumed name. 

1829 First novel published under his 
own name 

Meets Madame Zulma Carraud. 

1830 First fame, intensive activity as a 
journalist. 


WORK 

La derniere fee and Annette et ie 
cnmtnel by Horace de Saint Aubin 
Pamphlets Du droit d’ainesse by M 
D . , Histoire des jesmtes 

Wann-Chlore , anonymous, Le code des 
gens honnetes by Horace Raisson 

Moh ere, oeuvres completes and La 
Fontaine , oeuvres completes , both with 
preface by B , published by H Balzac et 
Sautelet. 


Pamphlet Fetit dictionnaire critique et 
anecdotique des enseignes de Fans pat 
un hatteur des paves. 


More "Codes”*. Dart de mettre sa 
cravat e, Dart de payer ses dettes . 


Further "Codes”: Code civil , Code 
penal , Code galant , Code conjugal. Code 
du commts-voyageur , all jointly with 
Raisson. 


Le dernier Cbouan (later, Les 
Chouans) 

Fhysiologie du manage , par un jeune 
cehbataire. 

SCENES de la vie priv^e, 2 vols (con- 
taining among others La Vendetta, Gob - 
seek, Le bal de sceaux, La maison du 
chat-qm-pelote ) . 

Articles and essays in Le Voleur, La 
Mode, La Caricature , La Silhouette* 
Revue de Fans. 
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LIFE 

1831 B adds the prefix "de” to his 
name, enlarges apartment, 1 rue 
Cassini, has a valet, horses, and a 
carriage 

First political ambitions 
Letter from Madame de Castries. 
B visits the Margonnes at Sache 
and the Carrauds at Angouleme. 

1832 Madame de Castries introduces B. 
into aristocratic circles B is a 
Royalist candidate (unsuccessful). 
First letter from Madame de 
Hanska 

August B goes to Aix-les-Bains 
with Madame de Castries They 
plan tap to Italy, but in Geneva 
they clash and B departs 
October B visits Madame de 
Berny in the country 
December B returns to Pans. 

1833 April-May B visits the Carrauds 
at Angouleme. 

September B meets Madame de 
Hanska for the first time m Neu- 
chatel 

December B visits Geneva with 
Madame de Hanska. 

1834 February B leaves Geneva. 

April Visits the Carrauds in 
Frapesle 

October Visits the Margonnes in 
Sach6 

1835 B has apartment m Chaillot, rue 
des Batailles, under the assumed 
name of "veuve Durand ” 

May- June B visits Vienna to 
meet Madame de Hanska 
Meets Sarah Visconti-Guidoboni. 

1836 B founds the Chromque de Paris . 
April 27-May 4 B m prison for 
refusing to serve with the National 
Guard. 

Struggle with Buloz over unau- 
thorized reprint of B ’s Le lys dans 
la valUe . 
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WORK 

La peau de chagrin, Romans et contes 
philosophiques , 3 vols (sec ed of La 
peau de chagrin and twelve stories — 
$ an as in e, El Verdugo , Le chef -d’ oeuvre 
snconnu, Jesus-Chnst en Flandre , and 
others) 

Contributions to La Caricature , Le 
Voleur , Revue de Parts. 

Political pamphlet Enquete sur U 
politique des deux mtmsteres. 

Contes diolatiques , 1st dizam, La 
femme de trente ans , Maitre Cornelius 9 
Madame Fir mi am, Louis Lambert, Le 
cure de Fours. 

Contributions to La Caricature, Revue 
de Pans, Le Renovateur (the Royalist 
organ). 


Contes drolatiques, 2nd dizain, Le 
me deem de campagne\ B starts new 
series of novels, etudes de moeurs au 
xexieme siecle, including the scenes de 
la vie de PROVINCE (includes Eugenie 
Grandet, Le message , Villustre Gaudis - 
J 'art, among others). 

Contributions to l’ Europe litter air e. 
SCENES DE LA VIE PARISIENNE UhlStOire 
des treize. La recherche de I’absolu, La 
duchesse de Langeais 
"Lettre aux ecrivams frangais" in the 
Revue de Pans 

Series etudes philosophiques (in- 
tended to comprise twenty volumes), Un 
drame au bord de la mer , Le pete 
Gonot , Seraphtta, Le comrat de manage. 

La messe de Lathee , U interdiction, and 
Le cabinet des antiques appear m Chro- 
mque de Pans 

Pacino Cane, Le lys dans la valUe 9 
Melmoth reconctki . 
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LIFE 

1836 Travels to Italy accompanied by 
Caroline Maibouty. 

1837 Spring Spends two months In 
Italy again 

Financial difficulties ; lives with 
the Viscontis, 54 avenue des 
Champs Elysees 
Chromque de Pam insolvent. 

1838 New speculations the Sardinian 
silver mines, B departs from Mar- 
seille, via Corsica to Nurra m Sar- 
dinia , B fails and returns to Paris* 
B. lives at Les Jar dies near 
Sevres 

1839 Collapse of newly erected garden 
walls at Les Jardies begins series 
of new troubles 

B sponsors the cause of the 
notary Peytel and fails. 

1840 B lives for some time in the 
house of his tailor, Buisson, rue 
de Richelieu, then in Passy, 19 
rue Basse 

March 14 first performance of 
Vautnn at the Theatre Porte- 
Samt-Martm. 

July B founds Revue Pansienne . 

1841 November Baron Hanski dies. 


1842 March' Les Res sources de Quinola 
is given at the Odeon. 

B. arranges for a collected edition 
of his novels under the title 
La comedie humaine, 

1843 July-September B in St Peters- 
burg with Madame de Hanska 
September. Pamela Giraud given 
at the Theatre a la Gaite, 

1844 Balzac buys furniture and bric-a- 
brac for his new house. 

Illness, 


WORK 


ETUDES DE MOEURS and &TUDES PHILOSO- 
phiques continued, La vieille pile , Illu- 
sions perdues , 1st part, Une passion dans 
le desert^ Cesar Birotteau, Contes drola- 
tiques , 3rd dizain. 

La mats on Nucingen , La femme supe- 
iteure (later Les employes ), La Tor pill e 
(later Splendeurs et miseres des count - 
sanes , 1st part). 


Le cabinet des antiques , Gambara, Une 
pile d’Eve, Massimilla Dom , Beatrix , 
1 st and 2nd part, Un grand homme de 
province* 

Pierrette , Pierre Grass ou, La princesse 
pansienne (later La princesse de Cad - 
ignan). 

Drama Vautnn 

Code litter air e propose d la Soctete des 
Gens de Lettres, 


Physiologic de Vemploye , Z. Marcas, 
Le cure de village , 

Draft for a copyright law. 

Ursule Mtrouet , Memo ires de deux 
jeunes manees . 

LA COMEDIE HUMAINE, VOls. 1-3 


Une tenebreuse affaire, La muse du de- 
part ement, Le martyr calvinist e (later 
Catherine de Medms , 1st part). 

LA COMEDIE HUMAINE, 4 more VOls. 
published. 

Un debut dans la vie , Honortne , Splen- 
deurs et miseres des cour manes y ist and 
2nd parts. 
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1844 la comedie humaine, 3 more vols. 

published 

Modeste Mignort , Les paysans (part) in 
serial publication 

1845 Madame de Hanska and daughter Beatrix, 3rd part. Fettles miseres de la 
m Dresden B visits them m May conjugate. 

and accompanies them to South la comedie humaine, 2 more vols 
Germany, Paris, the Netherlands, published, 

B. leaves them m Brussels 
Autumn B. travels with the De 
Hanskis to Italy. At the end of 
the year B is back m Pans. 

1846 B, in Italy with Madame de Splendeurs et mtseres des couittsanes , 

Hanska 3*d part 

September. B. and Madame de la comedie humaine, last 4 vols. 

Hanska make preparations for published. 

their marriage m Metz 

B. buys the Pavilion Beaujon, me 

Fortune, for Madame de Hanska. 

December Their child is born and 
dies shortly after. 

1847 B furnishes the house in the rue Splendeurs et inheres des courthanes, 

Fortunee. 4th part Les parents pauvres , consisting 

October. B. visits Madame de of La cousins Bette and Le cousin Pons 
Hanska at Wierzchowma in the 

Ukraine Spends four months there. 

1848 B. returns to Paris shortly before 
the outbreak of revolution In 
February. 

May 25- first performance of La 
Maratre at the Theatre Histo- 
nque 

Autumn. Second journey to the 
Ukraine. 

1849 B stays in Wierzchowma and 
becomes severely ill. 

1850 March 14: Marries Madame de 
Hanska in Berdichev. 

April Departure for Paris. 

Last illness 

August 18 * Victor Hugo visits B* 

During the night B dies. 

August 22: Funeral service. 

1882 Death of Eva de Balzac, 
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POSTHUMOUS WORKS 

1851 First performance of NLercadet at 
the Theatre du Gymnase, adapted 
by D’Ennery. 

La filandtere , supplement to 

Contes drolatiques 

1853 Theatre complet, m I vol Le 
depute d } At cis, novel, published; 
the last part by Charles Rabou 

1854 Les petits bourgeois (probably 
edited by Charles Rabou) 

2855 h.es pay sans, La comedie humatne , 
3 vols , supplement. 

1870 Oeuvres diver ses, 4 vols (first 
to collected edition of Balzac's essays, 

1872 sketches, articles, etc ), as vols 20- 
23 of his O envies completes. 

187 6 Correspondance , 1 vol 

1899 Lettres a Vetrangere (Madame 
seq de Hanska), 3 vols 

2907 Vi cole des menages, tragidie 
hour geo tse , published by Yicomte 
de Lovenjoul (first performance 
at the Odeon in 1910) 

1912 Oeuvres completes , critical edition, 
seq edited by Marcel Bouteron. 

2925 Cromwell , first edition in fac- 
simile, edited by W. S Hastings, 
Princeton. 
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Postscript 

BY RICHARD FRIEDENTHAL 

/ S THE editor of this last posthumous work of my friend 
i Stefan Zweig, I should like to add a few words in ex- 

Ik planation of the way in which the book arrived at the 
stage of publication. The manuscripts entiusted to me by 
his relatives and heirs after the author’s death were of a very ex- 
tensive nature. 

The 'large Balzac/* as Stefan Zweig used to call it in order to 
distinguish it from his earlier and less ambitious writings on the 
subject, was to be his magnum opus, and he had been working at it 
for ten years. It was to be a summing up of his own experience as an 
author and of what life had taught him. Balzac seemed to him to be 
a unique theme, appropriate to his own special gifts and, as it were, 
destined to be treated by him. Since his early days in Vienna he had 
been deeply interested in Balzac’s writings and in the Balzac legend, 
and it may perhaps be recalled that Vienna played an important role 
in the development of Balzac’s European fame. 

It was in Vienna that there practically originated the second great 
wave of enthusiasm that finally established the French novelist as a 
world-wide celebrity. It was in Vienna, during his visit in the year 
1835, bhat he had first won and enjoyed full recognition from a 
European public. Hugo von Hofmannsthal was the spokesman of the 
school of young Viennese writers to which Stefan Zweig also be- 
longed, and in his Introduction to Balzac’s collected works Hof- 
mannsthal wrote the finest essay on the theme of Balzac that is to be 
found in the German tongue. For these young Viennese authors 
Balzac was not so much the great master of the novel — which they 
regarded as a rather dubious form of literature— but, more generally. 
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"a teeming world of characters . . . a great and infinitely plastic im- 
agination, the greatest imaginative realist since Shakespeare.” Balzac 
was for them the incarnation of creative literary power, a potential de 
htterature , so to speak, that had never been fully exploited and was a 
constant enticement to imitation and reverie. It was m this view of 
Balzac that Stefan Zweig’s conception was looted, and something of 
the youthful enthusiasm of those years can be seen in the present 
book. 

While he was still trying out his strength mainly as an interpreter 
of French literature, Zweig made a number of attempts to say what 
he wanted to say about Balzac. First of all he published a Balzac 
anthology with an Introduction, then various essays, and finally the 
long essay on Balzac, which, together with those on Dostoevsky and 
Dickens, formed the first volume ( Three Masters) of a series The 
'large Balzac” was to conclude the series of biographies which he had 
systematically built up as a complement to the series of essays and was 
intended to crown his life’s work. 

The book was planned on a spacious scale, and he occasionally 
spoke of the possibility that it would comprise two volumes, but it 
was destined to share the fate of the master’s own work, the Comedie 
humame , and never reach its projected span. Something of Balzac’s 
restlessness seemed to have infected his biographer. In the pre- 
liminary draft of a supplementary chapter, which unfortunately re- 
mained in too fragmentary a state for inclusion in the present volume, 
Zweig describes how, after Balzac’s death, his widow and her family 
were seized by a strange craving for extravagance, akm to that of 
Balzac himself, and recklessly squandered the Ukrainian millions 
which they had hitherto so carefully preserved When it was a matter 
of preparing his book on Balzac, Stefan Zweig too became a spend- 
thrift, so far as time was concerned. He was no niggard either in the 
things of this world or in the things of the spirit, but during his long 
years of authorship he had forced himself to maintain a wholesome 
discipline in his system of work. Without the economy of time that 
he was thus able to achieve, his literary output would inevitably have 
been far smaller. But Balzac played havoc with Stefan Zweig’s self- 
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imposed discipline He kept adding to the files of material that he 
had already accumulated, and I myself had occasion to observe him at 
his labors and to lend him a helping hand. New vistas were continu- 
ally opening up, and what he had already written was subjected to 
constant revision. His magnificent collection of authors 9 manuscripts 
included one of the most precious of the volumes in which Balzac 
had bound up his manuscript with the successive series of proofs, 
and these entangled, unending proof corrections seemed to exert a 
mysterious, hypnotic effect on Zweig Their influence extended to 
the manuscript of the biography. The core of the book, which was 
continually being copied out afresh by his indefatigable wife and col- 
laborator, was a mere nucleus for further additions. The notebooks 
and special files increased in number, lists and tables were prepared, 
the various Balzac editions and monographs in Zweig’s possession 
were filled with underlinings, marginal comments, references, and 
slips of paper. The small study of his house in Bath, into which he 
had moved shortly before the outbreak of war, became a Balzac 
museum, a depository of Balzac archives, a center of information 
about Balzac. 

When, in the summer of 1940, Stefan Zweig started on the voyage 
to America from which he was never to return, all this material had 
to be left behind. In the quietness of his refuge in the Brazilian 
summer capital of Petropohs he finished his autobiography (The 
World of Yesterday ), and his short story, The Royal Game. Then, 
shortly before his death, he applied himself once more to his book on 
Balzac. At his request I sent him copies of some of his notes, but they 
arrived too late. They were returned to me unopened with a note 
written on the envelope to the effect that the addressee was dead. A 
copy of part of the manuscript, which he had taken with him, was 
found untouched when his papers were gone through by the two 
gentlemen who had been entrusted with their charge, his Brazilian 
publisher and the author Victor Wittkowski. Zweig had tired himself 
out and felt that without the material he had left behind in London 
and Bath, and without his working copy of the manuscript, he could 
not bring the book to completion. In the darkening shadows of his 
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last days he even suggested that it would probably be impossible to 
comprehend m his full stature such a gigantic figure as Balzac No 
one who had tried to do so had yet succeeded. 

When I first began to peruse the available material I doubted 
whether the book had been left as anything more than a torso This, 
however, was not the case. The book had been finished. This is not 
to say that every chapter was complete or had been given its final 
shape, but essentially it had been brought to a conclusion. I shall 
not attempt here to give a detailed inventory of all the material that 
I used for the purpose of applying the finishing touches, since this 
would require a long article in itself, but I should like to say some- 
thing about the text. The chief source was Zweig’s working copy, on 
the cover of which he had already noted m English, "To be sent to 
the publisher/' This was the third or, in some sections, the second 
version. He had revised this manuscript with the help of his wife, 
whose co-operation was by no means confined to the mechanical 
labor of copying Her queries and marginal comments were clear and 
very much to the point, and frequently they provided a salutary 
counterpoise to his flights of lyricism. He was tempted at times by his 
theme to "sing an aria," as he put it. In this final version many 
changes and deletions had been made by Zweig himself. In other 
cases the decision had to be made by me, and I thought often of his 
quiet wife, Lotte, who had shared his work and his life with the 
almost passionate unobtrusiveness which was so peculiarly her own. 
It had seemed a matter of course that she should also join him in 
death. 

The style and tone of the book have, of course, been left intact. 
Whole pages or intended insertions were sometimes missing, but 
these gaps it was possible to fill from the earlier versions and from 
the notes. The final chapters, of which only a rough draft was avail- 
able, have been rewritten, and for this purpose I utilized the exten- 
sive apparatus in the way of files, notebooks, annotated editions, and 
slips to which reference has already been made above. The editions 
of Balzac which he used were the French critical edition of the 
collected works by Bouteron and the German version of the Comedie 
humane published by the Insel-Verlag. Of this handsome produc- 
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tion the Insel-Verlag had printed a special copy for him with the 
dedication, "This copy has been printed for Stefan Zweig,” and the 
volumes had been his constant companions since 1908. I was able 
also to consult letters he had received from friends and helpers 
with reference to his work on Balzac, and I should like to take this 
opportunity of thanking, in the name of my departed friend, all those 
who aided him in his task. 

Perhaps I may be permitted to add a word or two about the out- 
ward circumstances under which this book was produced. There were 
difficulties to contend with. The material was dispersed in various 
places, some of it in London, some in Bath, some deposited for safety 
at various banks. Whereas Stefan Zweig had been able to work at his 
manuscript during the early months of the war in comparative 
though unreal quiet, the period when I was engaged in its revision 
was one when the reality of the world conflagration had come very 
dose indeed to the shores of England. It was a reality which com- 
pelled me to change my place of residence three times, having been 
bombed out on each occasion. Twice the working copy of the manu- 
script was literally tom out of my hands and flung across the room. 
The ceiling collapsed and buried the notes in rubble. Fragments of 
glass splinters and grains of plaster are still embedded in the pages. 
Even the front hall of Zweig’ s house in Bath, usually so quiet, was 
not spared its showers of splinters during one of the notorious 
"'Baedeker raids.” One bomb, which landed just in front of the wall 
of his study, luckily turned out to be a dud. The British Museum, 
to which I had recourse from time to time and which kept its hos- 
pitable North Library open throughout the war in such a praise- 
worthy manner, was likewise damaged in air raids. My work was 
therefore carried on, to employ a typical English understatement, 
under conditions that were not wholly normal. These experiences are 
mentioned here for no personal reasons, however, but merely as a 
documentary record. 

This book, at least, was saved from the sinister forces which had 
exiled Stefan Zweig from his homeland and driven him to his death. 
It is not altogether what its author intended it to be, but I believe I 
can say with a clear conscience that it does form a worthy conclusion 
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to his life’s work And in these times, when the slightest ray of hope 
means so much, it seems to me an auspicious omen that this last post- 
humous work of a good European and citizen of the world can now 
start on its journey unhindered and find its way to his friends in 
every country who remained loyal to him during the long years of 
spiritual blackout. 

London , December 1945. 



